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Researchers recently concluded that over half of teachers who left the profession did 
so because they were “dissatisfied,” and two of the reasons offered were lack of opportunities 
to advance and lack of administrative support. Developing teacher leaders is a focus for 
many districts, foundations, federal funding agencies, and professional educators in an effort 
to address this troubling trend in teacher attrition. Yet, when asked what distinguishes 
teacher leaders from other educators, the responses seem as varied as the people who 
answered the question. In this exploratory multi-case study, I examine how six teacher 
leaders in one rural school district in North Carolina conceptualize “teacher leadership” and 
how they saw themselves as teacher leaders. The research questions I address are: (RQ1) 
How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program conceptualize “teacher 
leadership”? and (RQ2) How do these same teachers understand what it means to be a 
teacher leader? The purpose of the study was to determine if a common definition of teacher 
leadership exists among teacher leaders and, if so, what it is. This involved investigating 
motivations and identities, as described by the teacher leaders themselves. Data were 
collected from two rounds of semi-structured interviews and analyzed using an eclectic 
coding method. I present common themes from across the case studies. Deeper explorations 
of two of the teacher leaders provides additional data on how they think about their identity 
and roles. My goal is to inform the development of effective systems and structures for 
growing and supporting teacher leaders. At the end, I offer specific recommendations for 
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districts and academics interested in creating teacher leader programs and topics for future 
researchers to explore. 




This dissertation is completed in honor of those whom the Lord has given me the great 
privilege to lead, love, and serve, most specifically, my wife and daughters. 
“Now all glory to God, who is able, through his mighty power at work within us, to 







Had someone told this elementary music teacher 20 years ago that I would one day 
earn my Doctor of Education degree, I would have laughed at them. I wasn’t interested in 
being “a doctor” of anything – I just wanted to make a difference in the lives of the kids I 
served. Over twenty years later, I look back on my current time in education and I see it was 
nothing like the career I expected. From elementary to middle school music teacher, to 
school administrator, to district leader. It has certainly been a wild ride! I also look back and 
realize that who I am today, both personally and professionally, is as much about the 
influence of those around me as it was the work which I have undertaken. 
When I first started graduate school, I remember reading some advice. The author (I 
don’t remember who) wrote that the journey towards a dissertation is so intense and all-
consuming that someone should avoid any major life changes during school. Specifically, 
this person said it would not be a good idea to change jobs, move, or especially have a baby. 
He or she also suggested only pursuing a degree full-time, because it was not a part-time 
endeavor. I didn’t take any of his advice. Since I worked in education and wasn’t making 
much money and my wife was a full-time stay-at-home mom to our two daughters, full-time 
just wasn’t in the cards for us. When you go to school part time, it takes eight years to 
complete your degree, and so major life changes are inevitable.  
Since I started this journey nearly 8 ago, we have had two additional children, we lost 
one, we sold and bought a new house, I’ve had countless changes in my job responsibilities, I 
co-authored two different grants for my school districts totaling over $20 million, and then I 
had to oversee the program those grants funded. In short, I broke all the “rules” and advice 
this person gave.  
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But I wouldn’t have it any other way – all those other things were too important to 
put on hold (or avoid) simply because I was in school. Yes, there were semesters I had to 
only take one course, there were summers I had to take off - there were even times I had to 
take an incomplete because I just couldn’t get everything done with all the demands of my 
regular life. But now I have finally made it - and I think it’s clear I didn’t travel this journey 
alone. Thank you...  
To those who talked with me late at night  
to those who proof-read  
to those who encouraged  
to those who cried  
to those who prayed  
to those who supported  
to those who challenged  
to those who reminded me of what was important  
to those who sacrificed. 
Specifically, thank you to my co-workers, without whom the work I do would not be 
possible, and to the teacher leaders in my own district who have trusted me with their own 
growth and development. The work you all do is an inspiration to me – and I have learned so 
much about what it means to lead by serving you. Thank you to the district leaders and 
teacher leaders in my target district who sat down for interviews and shared your 
perspectives and artifacts with me. You are doing amazing work, and I hope this dissertation 
highlights that. 
Thank you to Steve, for continuing to believe in, respect, and encourage me over the 
past two years. To Ethan, for believing in me and supporting me in my job; you exemplify for 
me what it means to believe in and support those whom you lead. To Seth for continuing to 
challenge, encourage, and push me. You have been like a brother – always supporting, 
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always accepting, and always helping me refine my thinking.  
To each of my professors whom I have had the privilege of studying under at Chapel 
Hill, and especially to my committee members. UNC was the only school I ever applied to, 
and the program has been more than I ever expected or dreamed possible. You taught me 
how to write, how to read, and how to learn in a whole new way, and I carry those lessons 
with me every day as I serve the teachers and students in my district.  
Thank you to Jeff. You have always challenged me, encouraged me, and met me 
where I was. Whether it was answering my questions outside of class, giving me feedback on 
my papers, or working with me through the loss of my daughter. I cannot put into words the 
impact you have had on me, or what your respect and acceptance has meant. There was a 
reason I took so many classes with you; keep up the good work you are doing – you are 
making a difference. 
To Bill, what can I say? I will never forget the first time I drove to Chapel Hill to meet 
you in your office and you told me you had specifically asked to be my advisor when the 
department was reviewing applicants for the year. Your guidance, wisdom, and insight have 
been priceless. Thank you for not giving up on me, for not leaving me when you retired, for 
believing in me, and for the countless hours you have invested in me with phone calls, 
meetings, emails, and feedback on this document. I hope I have made you proud. 
To my parents, who have always encouraged me to continue my studies, and 
constantly asked how they were going. I consider myself most blessed to be your son. Maybe 
Erin Starr will show up at this graduation like she did my undergraduate one as well; but 
even if she doesn’t, I believe she is looking down on all of us with smiles, waiting for us to 
one day join her. 
To Chloe Faith, Celeste Hope, and Cecelia Love. I have tried my best to balance the 
blessings of fathering three beautiful daughters with the work I am required to do to support 
you. You three inspire me and are the source of more joy and pride than a simple man like 
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me is worthy. I am truly blessed to call you mine. Know that I always love you, always believe 
in you, and always respect you – and nothing will ever change that.  
Finally, to my best friend, closest confidant, and most faithful wife, Melissa Joy. 
Thank you. I’ve said it before, and I will say it again: When we got married, I certainly didn’t 
expect the perfect life, and I wasn’t naive enough to think bad things wouldn’t happen to us. 
Yet at the same time I believed (or wanted to believe) that “happily ever after” existed. And 
after we got married, life happened: we had months with more days than money, the car 
broke down, the furnace needed replacing (so we went without heat for two weeks in the 
middle of winter), we lost a child, we disagreed over little (and big) things, people we love 
got sick, we struggled, and all of those things still happen. Eventually, I realized “happily 
ever after” doesn’t mean bad things won’t happen to us. “Happily ever after” means that 
when bad things happen, I get to go through them with you, that one special person who 
means more to me than anyone else on this planet. I realize now that I would take the “bad” 
of life with you over the “good” of life all by yourself. Because no matter how bad it gets, I’ve 
always got someone there beside me in the midst of it. Thank you for loving, for persevering, 
for believing, and for giving. I could not do this – or anything in my life – without you. 





My interest in teacher leadership, and particularly in leader identity, grew out of my 
professional work in leading a variety of teacher leader development programs over the 
years. I remember in one of my first jobs as a district leader I was told to fund a leadership 
program for teachers someone else had created. Every month, I ensured the teachers were 
paid, and I communicated with principals to ensure required paperwork was filed. At the 
end of the year, I interviewed the teachers about the supports and training they had 
received, and I asked the principals how everything was going. To my amazement, they 
looked at me in confusion and told me there had been no training, no special support, and 
no alignment across the district. That began a journey I am still traveling today, a journey to 
learn as much as I could about what teacher leaders do, who they are as leaders, what 
separates them from other teachers, how to support them, and how to grow others into 
leadership. 
Eventually, that program was passed on to a colleague of mine, and I was given some 
new responsibilities. In that new responsibility, I started developing an idea for a multi-year 
teacher leadership training program. The colleague who oversaw the old program became a 
partner who challenged and pushed me and connected me with others who could make that 
two-year program a reality. Eventually, our work together led us to co-authoring two grants 
our district received to implement formal teacher leadership roles, earning the district over 
$20 million dollars (a staggering amount) over five years. As part of those grant programs I 
have had the privilege to work with and learn from leaders from across the country, leaders 
from inside and outside education. It continues to be a journey where often I feel like I am 
just along for the ride. 
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When it came time to focus in and determine a topic for my dissertation, teacher 
leadership was an obvious choice. It was (and still is) a passion of mine. I learned years ago 
that schools change as individuals come together with common goals, visions, and passions 
to make the world a better place for kids. Someone has to step up and take responsibility to 
lead that work. I have witnessed over the past four years how when teachers come together 
to grow, work, and learn, they collectively make a larger difference than they ever could 
individually. I have also learned that too many teachers have felt limited in what they can do 
by systems and people who seek to limit them rather than set them free. I am thankful I 
work in a system where those behaviors and attitudes are the exception and not the norm. 
The path to leadership is not for the faint of heart or the weary. It requires courage and 
passion and willingness to fail, and I have the privilege every day to see people take that step, 
to support them as they travel that road, and to observe the difference they are making. I 
take comfort in knowing that in my own modest fashion, I am part of their work.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) recently concluded that over half of 
teachers who left the profession did so because they were “dissatisfied.” These researchers 
offered two reasons for dissatisfaction: lack of opportunities to advance and lack of 
administrative support. These same researchers suggested it costs over $20,000 to replace a 
teacher who leaves, not to mention the impact on students who suffer as a result of both high 
teacher turn-over rates and higher rates of inexperienced teachers in the classroom. 
Increasing opportunities for teachers to lead is one strategy districts are using to help 
address this situation. 
“Teacher leader” and “teacher leadership” are currently two recurrent terms in 
education among practitioners. Over the last 10 years, organizations such as ASCD and 
Learning Forward have published multiple articles and books with titles such as, “Ten Roles 
for Teacher Leaders” (Harrison & Killion, 2007), Taking the Lead: New Roles for Teachers 
and School Based Coaches (Killion & Harrison, 2017), or A Systemic Approach to Elevating 
Teacher Leaders (Killion et al., 2016). Additionally, the National Board of Professional 
Teaching Standards, the National Education Association, and the Center for Teaching 
Quality have collaborated to develop the “Teacher Leader Competencies” (Center for 
Teaching Quality, National Board of Professional Teaching Standards, & National Education 
Association, 2014), and the federal government has partnered with groups to launch the 
national “Teach to Lead” initiative. Yet, when asked what it is teacher leaders do, the 
responses seem as varied as the people who answer the question (Collay, 2006; Cooper et al., 
2016; Cosenza, 2015). In this study, I investigated how teacher leaders who completed a 
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leadership program conceptualized “teacher leadership” and how they saw themselves as 
leaders.  
Problem Statement 
Developing teacher leaders is a focus for many districts, foundations, federal funding 
agencies, and professional educators. Multiple researchers have highlighted a lack of a 
common definition of teacher leadership (e.g., Cosenza, 2015; Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015). 
A purpose of this study is to investigate how teacher leaders themselves define the concept. 
Additionally, Lord and Hall (2005) argued that identity development, or how leaders view 
themselves as leaders, is a key aspect of leadership development. In this study I focused on 
both clarifying teacher leadership and teacher leader identity. 
Theoretical Foundations 
Lord and Hall (2005) argued that the inclusion of identity work in leadership 
development provides: 
1. A structure around which leadership knowledge and skills can be organized 
and integrated; 
2. a source of motivation impacting the level at which leaders engage in 
developmental experiences; and 
3. access to personal stories and values which can later be used to better 
understand and motivate followers. 
Additionally, Collay (2006) argued for an important link between leader development and 
professional identity, suggesting that identity is rooted in one’s beliefs and drives one’s 
behaviors. She challenged researchers to, “step back from a focus on educational change 
efforts and outcomes and look more closely at how teachers experience moving into 
positional leadership” (Collay, 2006, p. 133-134).  
Guskey’s (1986, 2002) arguments would seem to align with those of Collay. He 
suggested that beliefs impact behavior and behavior impacts experience/outcomes and, 
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then, experience/outcomes reinforce beliefs, and the process starts over again – making it 
cyclical. Where Guskey used the broader term “beliefs,” Collay would look specifically at the 
beliefs one has about one’s self, or what in this study I refer to as identity. Other researchers 
further expanded on Guskey’s process and identified four key constructs all inter-related to 
each other and to identity. Reflection (both conscious and unconscious) was a key activity 
used to reinforce and develop identity in the cycle (Carroll & Levy, 2010; Prytula & Weiman, 
2012; Sinha & Hanuscin, 2017; Zheng & Muir, 2015). These components are experiences, 
beliefs, behaviors, and environment. 
 This process and relationship are illustrated in Figure 1.1. 
 
Figure 1.1. How experience, beliefs, behaviors, and environment all interact to influence 
identity. 
In this study, I was seeking to clarify both how a small sample of teacher leaders defined 
“teacher leadership” and how leader identity was related to that definition. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research was to investigate how teacher leaders conceptualized 
“teacher leadership” and how they viewed their role as leaders. The research questions are:  
• RQ1: How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program 
conceptualize “teacher leadership”?  
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• RQ2: How do those same teachers understand what it means to be a teacher 
leader? 
I will describe how teacher leaders who have experienced a district leadership program think 
about leadership and how their definition of the concept relates to their self-perception as 
leaders. The ultimate goal is to inform the future development of effective and efficient 
systems and structures to develop leaders for PreK-12 school systems as well as contribute to 
the research field.  
Research Questions 
This study involves two complimentary research questions. The first, focusing on 
how teachers understand and view teacher leadership in general, is “How do teachers 
who have experienced a leadership program conceptualize teacher 
leadership?” The second, focusing on teacher leader identity, is “How do those same 
teachers understand what it means to be a teacher leader?” The alignment of these 
questions and the earlier referenced theoretical foundations is illustrated in figure 1.2. 
 
Figure 1.2. How the research questions align with teacher beliefs, identity, and behaviors. 
Definition of Terms 
Since a primary goal of this study is to explore how teacher leaders conceptualize and 
define teacher leadership, I do not offer a definition of the term at this time. However, other 
important terms for the study do require definitions as a way to frame the research including 
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leadership and identity. While in this section I provide a basic definition and introduction 
to both terms, a deeper, more comprehensive background will be provided in the next 
chapter. 
Leadership. A common definition of leadership is to equate it with the word 
“influence” (van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De Cremer, & Hogg, 2005). For the 
purpose of this study, I will use the definition provided by Yeager and Callahan (2016) in 
which “Leadership is a process that involves the influence of individuals within a group 
context to achieve some goal” (p. 288). Related to this is the term leader, which I define as 
one who influences individuals within a group context to achieve a common goal. Although 
I am aware of other definitions of both leadership and leader, I find these to be the most 
compelling and best suited to this research project.  
Identity. Similar to the lack of consensus on the term “teacher leader,” identity is 
another term for which no single agreed-upon definition exists (Priest & Middleton, 2016). 
Throughout this study, when referring to “identity” I am not talking about one’s core 
identity, or the essence of who one is (Illeris, 2014). In this study, I will use the definition 
offered by Horn, Nolen, Ward, and Campbell (2008), who suggested identity is “the way a 
person understands and views himself” (p. 62). Two related, but important, definitions are: 
• Leader Identity: One’s view of himself/herself as it relates to influencing 
others. 
• Teacher Leader Identity: “The belief a teacher has about who they are and 
what they perceive their work to be” (Prytula & Weiman, 2012, p. 14). 
Identity has a significant impact on practice, and leader identity has a significant impact on 
the leader behaviors one exhibits. Throughout this document I use the terms leader 
identity and teacher leader identity to refer to the belief individuals hold about 
themselves as leaders. 
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Research Approach 
I have taken a qualitative approach involving semi-structured interviews and a 
review of other related data. The former allowed me to probe the participating teachers’ 
beliefs and reasoning about teacher leadership and themselves as leaders, and the latter 
provided context for the interview data. According to Creswell (2013), a qualitative research 
approach is recommended when “a problem or issue needs to be explored” (p. 47) and 
“because quantitative measures and the statistical analyses simply do not fit the problem” (p. 
48). As will be examined in more depth in the literature review, there is both a lack of 
consensus around the definition of teacher leadership and a limited research base around 
teacher leader identity, thereby justifying the need for further exploration. This will be a 
multiple case study, which is useful for “purposes of a cross-case analysis in order to 
compare, contrast, and synthesize perspectives regarding the same issue” (Bloomberg & 
Volpe, 2019, p. 50), in this case teacher leadership and teacher leader identity. 
Research Context 
The focal school district in this study has been dedicated to developing teacher 
leaders since 2016. Currently, the district receives a state grant for the implementation of 
advanced teaching roles as part of a state pilot looking for ways to differentiate teacher 
compensation based in part on teacher leadership. The district’s teacher-leader roles are 
designed to provide teachers an opportunity to lead and influence their peers in a formal 
position while remaining in the classroom as a teacher. 
The district serves approximately 6,200 students from across the county and is 
located in the state’s coastal plain region. This rural, low-wealth district has a county 
population of approximately 57,000. The school system operates 14 schools, including three 
high schools, one early college high school, four middle schools, four K-5 schools, one K-3 
school and one K-8 school, 10 of which also qualify for Title I funding under federal 
guidelines, and over 79% of students qualify for free or reduced lunch. The ethnic make-up 
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of the student population is 57% black, 33.7% white, 6.6% Hispanic, and 1.7% multiracial. 
The district implemented its teacher leadership program during the 2017-2018 school year 
with the goal of cultivating teacher talent and literacy intervention for struggling readers. 
The district currently has multiple advanced teaching roles in place. The goal of the 
program, in general, is to provide both career development and advancement opportunities 
to teachers.  As teachers serve as formal teacher leaders in advanced teaching roles, they also 
receive additional salary supplements designed to compensate them for additional 
responsibilities. To prepare schools, teachers, and administrators for the advanced roles, the 
district worked with school-based teams to design expectations for both the advanced 
teaching roles  and the schools for how they would support the teacher leaders.  This year-
long school-redesign work involved the principal, key school leaders, and teachers from each 
school.  These key stakeholders agreed to expectations for the roles themselves and designed 
school schedules and assignments to align the teacher leader roles with the district vision for 
instructional excellence.  One key component was that teachers in advanced teaching roles 
would work with both students and adults. The core of the program, and the specific context 
of this study, are two roles in particular: the Extended Impact Teacher (EIT) and the Multi-
Classroom Leader (MCL).  
In addition to regular teaching responsibilities, EITs serve additional students by 
partnering with paraprofessionals who offer instruction and supervision of students while 
the EIT is working with other students. The EIT is, therefore, responsible for collaborating 
with these paraprofessionals regarding instruction and learning tasks. They set the vision for 
student learning, which includes the planning, preparation, and delivering of classroom 
instruction, in addition to supervising the instruction and support provided by the 
paraprofessional who works with students. EITs engage in on-going professional learning 
focused on helping them lead adults effectively and also improve their own classroom 
instruction.  
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MCLs serve as a lead teacher among a group of up to four other teachers. They work 
with these teachers to plan lessons and assignments, monitor student learning, and design 
and deliver professional training for other teachers. This professional learning takes multiple 
forms, including modeling instructional tasks for team members, providing feedback, 
leading professional learning at the school level, and facilitating professional learning 
communities. MCLs participate in an intense training program, provided by both outside 
consultants and internal district trainers, which includes both focus and work on coaching 
methods and skills, collaboration, protocols for data analysis, deepening understanding of 
the curriculum, instructional strategies, strategies to differentiate instruction, and 
understanding and leading adult learners.  This training involves an intensive one-week 
summer induction program as well as regular, on-going training and coaching sessions.   
Based on a review of program documents, the district’s theory of change rests on a 
belief that as teachers serve in formal leadership roles and experience leadership training, 
they begin to directly influence other teachers, helping them improve their own practice. 
This change in practice should ultimately lead to improved student learning outcomes. This 
process is illustrated in figure 1.3.  
 
Figure 1.3. The District’s teacher leader development Theory of Change. 
My goal was not to critique or evaluate the district’s theory of change or theoretical 
framework, rather simply to study how teacher leaders who had experienced the district’s 
Improved practice results in increased student learning
Influence produces improvements in teacher practice
Teacher leaders influence colleagues
Leadership training & formal roles
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leadership program conceptualize teacher leadership and how they view themselves as 
leaders. Aligning with the process illustrated in figure 1.2, I am seeking to understand how 
teachers understand what their role is and how they view themselves as leaders. The theory 
of change was described here in an effort to help contextualize the study.  
Conclusion 
The terms “teacher leader” and “teacher leadership” are in vogue at the moment 
within the field of K-12 education. By understanding how teachers who have been trained as 
teacher leaders view teacher leadership in general and themselves as leaders in particular, 
schools and districts can design and structure systems of support so teachers can become 
leaders. My intent in this study is to contribute to the current literature and understanding 
on teacher leadership and teacher leader identity and inform the development of future 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Limited research has been conducted on the concept of teacher-leader identity. In 
contrast, “teacher leadership” in general is a more established topic in educational research 
whereas “leader identity” is a topic studied more commonly outside education. As a result, in 
this review of the literature I will first explore teacher leadership and the research 
surrounding it from within education, then examine the topic of leader identity from 
education and other fields, before pulling the two together under a unified idea of teacher-
leader identity.  
Teacher Leadership  
One of the first comprehensive reviews of research on teacher leadership was 
conducted by York-Barr and Duke (2004). Through their examination of 140 studies from 
1980 through 2002, they identified seven questions scholars seemed to be addressing on the 
topic of teacher leadership. These seven questions were: 
• Why focus on teacher leadership?  
• How is teacher leadership defined?  
• What do teacher leaders do?  
• Who are teacher leaders?  
• What conditions influence teacher leadership? 
• How are teacher leaders prepared to lead? 
• What are the effects of teacher leadership? 
A decade later, Wenner and Campbell (2017) reviewed 54 additional pieces of scholarship 
published between 2004 and 2013 in an effort to further clarify the field. In response to the 
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challenge put forth by York-Barr and Duke, they chose to reiterate some of the original 
questions while also expanding the focus slightly. Their seven questions were: 
• How is teacher leadership defined in the research and what are the 
constructs/elements of teacher leadership within these conceptualizations? 
• To what extent and in what ways is teacher leadership being investigated within 
the different disciplinary contexts? 
• What theories are used to frame research surrounding teacher leadership? 
• How are teacher leaders prepared and what strategies or programs appear to be 
most fruitful for developing teacher leaders? 
• What are the effects of teacher leadership? 
• What factors facilitate or inhibit teacher leadership? 
• To what extent and in what ways does the research surrounding teacher 
leadership investigate issues of equity and diversity? 
While all these questions are important, attempting to address each one in a single 
research project would be, at the very least, highly ambitious. While the first question (“Why 
focus on teacher leadership?”) has been addressed in the opening section on significance of 
the study, in this review I will address the question “How is teacher leadership defined in the 
research and what are the constructs/elements of teacher leadership within these 
conceptualizations?” (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). 
York-Barr and Duke (2004) observed one of the complexities around researching 
teacher leadership is in defining the term. Over a decade later, researchers were still 
struggling with that issue. Cosenza (2015) conducted a qualitative study based on semi-
structured interviews of 22 teachers from elementary and middle schools in California. The 
goal of the study was to define the term “teacher leadership,” and while several themes 
emerged from his interviews, he finally concluded there was no common definition of the 
term “teacher leader.” Fairman and Mackenzie (2015) also discovered the teacher leaders 
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they interviewed did not hold a common definition of “teacher leader” and many did not 
even want to be referred to as a leader. Later, based on an embedded case study of 
leadership teams across three schools participating in leadership development professional 
learning, Cooper et al. (2016) observed that the variance of teacher leader roles across both 
individual educational systems and education at large is significant and contextual.  
In an attempt to organize these different views of teacher leaders, several scholars 
have identified multiple waves of how “teacher leaders” have been categorized (Berry, Byrd, 
& Wieder, 2013; Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015; Silva, Gimbert, & Nolan, 2000; York-Barr & 
Duke, 2004). In the first wave, teachers took on managerial roles in addition to their work in 
the classroom; examples of this included serving as grade or department chairs with a 
primary focus on increasing the organizational efficiency of a school. The second wave 
consisted of teachers taking leadership roles in relation to their instructional expertise, 
focusing on the development and/or improvement of curricula; examples included serving 
as mentors to new teachers and leading professional development workshops. During this 
second wave of teacher leadership, teachers often had to perform the “leader” 
responsibilities outside the classroom; these responsibilities were additional duties and roles 
often unrelated to teaching itself.  
In the third wave, described as recently as 2015 as “emerging” (Fairman & 
Mackenzie, 2015, p. 61), the focus began to shift from teachers as leaders outside their 
classrooms to teachers as leaders while remaining in the classroom. In this wave, teacher 
leadership began to move from individuals who managed what Heifetz (1994) referred to as 
Type I change, or change involving situations with known solutions to be implemented, to 
those who lead Type II and Type III changes. In Type II change, problems are identified, but 
there are no known solutions, so leaders are required to create them. In Type III change the 
problems themselves are not even clearly defined, and the situation calls for “leadership that 
induces learning…both to define problems and implement solutions” (Heifetz, 1994, p. 75). 
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This third wave of teacher leadership consisted of teachers taking on the role of an inquirer 
focused on examining both their own practice and the practice of other teachers in an effort 
to implement strategies in the classroom to improve student learning, such as teachers 
working in professional learning communities (PLC).  
Berry, Berry, and Wieder (2013) challenged education leaders to begin a new, fourth 
wave of teacher leadership with a focus on providing both the time and the organizational 
structure needed to lead while also rewarding teachers for doing so. This fourth wave is 
perhaps the most ambiguous of all the waves as it focuses less on specific roles teachers hold 
like mentor, staff developer, coach, or chair and, rather, emphasizes empowering teachers to 
“be producers of solutions rather than just implementers of someone else’s” (p. 2). Where 
the first three waves all involved researchers and school leaders looking at teacher 
leadership through the lens of roles teachers fill, in this fourth wave the focus has shifted to 
the identity teachers hold.  
To summarize, using words associated with identities, in the first wave teacher 
leaders were viewed as teacher managers or a leader of teachers; in the second wave they 
were viewed as a teacher plus a leader or a teacher who leads on the side. Recognizing the 
limitations of those two, in the third and fourth waves, “teacher leaders” started to be 
conceptualized and viewed as an educator who simultaneously is both a teacher and a leader. 
Identity  
Focusing on teacher leaders prompts the question, “But how do you develop teacher 
leaders?” Given the demands on teachers in general and on highly-effective teachers in 
particular, teacher-leader development is a critical need school districts are facing as they 
realize it is more efficient and productive to “grow their own” than it is to externally recruit – 
a trend identified recently in a report by the Learning Policy Institute (Carver-Thomas & 
Darling-Hammond, 2017). Traditionally, leadership development programs have focused 
primarily on helping individuals implement particular behaviors but, as argued above, 
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research has evolved to include a focus on developing leaders’ identity because of a growing 
understanding that identity informs behavioral choices and, even more specific, leader 
identity informs leader choices (e.g., Collay, 2006; Eccels, 2009; Fairbanks et al., 2010; 
Faircloth, 2012; Flum & Kaplan, 2012; Komives et al., 2009; Komives, Longerbeam, Owen, 
Mainella, & Osteen, 2006; Komives, Owen, Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2005; Lord & 
Hall, 2005; Miscenko, Guenter, & Day, 2017; Priest & Middleton, 2016; Sinha & Hanuscin, 
2017; Young, O’Doherty, Gooden, & Goodnow, 2011; Zheng & Muir, 2015).  
But what is identity? To quote Wenger (1988), “Identity is not some primordial core 
of personality that already exists. Nor is it something we acquire at some point in the same 
way that, at a certain age, we grow a set of permanent teeth” (p. 154). Identity is not static 
but rather is constructed over time as individuals continually negotiate their relationship 
with others (Faircloth, 2012). The term is often used interchangeably with “self-concept” 
(Priest & Middleton, 2016; van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De Cremer, & Hogg, 2005). 
Miscenko, Guenter, and Day (2017) defined identity as, “an individual’s self-definition based 
on a relatively stable set of meanings associated with a particular role” (p. 605); in an effort 
to more clearly link identity with role, Wenger (1988) used the term “identity in practice.” 
Researchers’ interest in identity in education, especially identity development, has 
been steadily growing over the last two decades. Gee (2000) made an early and significant 
contribution by identifying four types of identity. He recognized the need to study the 
identities individuals hold within situations and roles rather than one’s core identity. To 
support this proposition, Gee proposed four different types, or ways, of thinking about 
identity. “Nature identity” develops as a result of external forces while “institutional identity” 
comes about as a result of the position one holds inside a formal institution. “Discourse 
identity” develops through interactions and relationship with others. Finally, “affinity 
identity” is rooted in an experience shared in practice with others. Gee recognized that while 
people may author their own identity, it is only fully validated by others. For example, as 
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relates to leadership, if someone views oneself as a leader but no one is willing to follow that 
person, that identity is not validated. 
Over a decade after Gee’s proposition, Illeris (2014) also suggested four different 
ways of thinking about identity, particularly as it relates to adult learning. These four types 
can be illustrated as circles nested within each other with the more complex and stable 
identities further towards the center (Figure 2.1). One’s core identity resides at the very 
center; it can be thought of as what a person maintains as normal regardless of 
circumstances and is rooted in and established early in life through normal developmental 
patterns. The next layer is what Illeris referred to as the “personality layer.” The focus in this 
layer is on one’s relationships with others, communities, and groups, and it is where one’s 
frames of reference and habits of mind reside. The third layer is what Illeris called the layer 
of “preferences,” and this is the most peripheral layer of identity. This is where individuals 
make meaning of experiences, and it is also the most malleable of the layers and where 
individuals exhibit a willingness to change. Outside all of these layers is what Illeris referred 
to as “part identities,” or identities one holds in relation to others in specific contexts, such 
as family identity, work identity, and national identity. Leader development focuses on 
transforming these outer identities; the closer one gets to interventions related to core 
identities the more the emphasis shifts toward psychotherapy. 
 






These different constructs can guide researchers as they develop and implement 
research around the formation of identities in the workplace. Of particular importance is 
that while identity is a broad term having relevance in many fields, within the scope of 
leadership development the focus is not on core identity but the outer layers. Identity in this 
sense is not fixed but rather fluid and constantly constructed (Coldron & Smith, 1999). 
According to Faircloth (2014), identity is how one sees oneself in relation to others within a 
specific context, and “it may be important therefore to consider identities as negotiated, 
fluid, and multiple, rather than achieved, unitary, or consistent” (p. 187). Van Knippenberg, 
van Knippenberg, De Cremer, and Hogg (2005) defined identity simply as how one perceives 
himself or herself in a given situation. Eccles (2009) suggested that people develop a set of 
beliefs regarding both who they are in any given moment and who they want to be.  
Flum and Kaplan (2012) argued educators cannot ignore identity and its 
development, in large part because “learning implies becoming a different person,” (p. 241); 
in other words, learning involves change in identity. Additionally, Prytula and Weiman 
(2012), in one of the few empirical studies available on the topic, conducted a case study of 
eight teachers engaged in one specific professional learning community. They sought to 
specifically answer the question of how teacher collaboration affected teacher identity and 
concluded “teacher identity is key to teacher learning” (p. 14).  
Specifically within the field of education, Kaplan and Flum (2012) argued identity 
formation should be the backbone of medical education. In their essay summarizing the 
work of medical and engineering schools, they highlighted how leaders in those schools 
focused on identity development by answering the question, “Who is it we want doctors to 
be?” The answer to this question should then drive the development, design, and sequencing 
of curriculum in the schools. If medical schools should consider the end result of what it 
means to be a doctor in their design, perhaps the proposition may also be relevant for 
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teacher-leader development. School districts and schools of education may also benefit by 
answering the question, “Who is it we want teacher leaders to be?”  
Leader Identity. Lord and Hall (2005) observed that leadership research has 
focused primarily on the traits or behaviors of leaders, but that focus was insufficient. They 
called for researchers to begin filling the void in the empirical research in the development of 
leader identity. Nearly a decade later, Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, and McKee (2014) 
noted the lack of scholarly research on leader development and hypothesized it was due, in 
large part, to the historical connection of leadership and personality, concluding, “Despite 
the significant advances in understanding leadership development made over the past 25 
years…the field is still relatively immature” (p. 80).  
The availability of research on teacher leader identity is notably sparse, as evidenced 
by the fact many of the citations in this proposal are from the field of human resource 
development and organizational development rather than from the field of education. For 
example, Zheng and Muir (2015) conducted a grounded-theory study examining identity 
development as a result of a leadership development program in a Catholic diocese. The 
study involved 25 semi-structured interviews of both participants and mentors in a program 
designed to equip lay volunteers for formal leadership positions in the dioses. They 
concluded that when participants focused on developing their identity as a leader, they 
exhibited increased influence. They argued when training leaders, one should include a focus 
on the “evolution of the system of personal values and motivations” (p. 647). Surfacing 
assumptions was a key to leadership development, assumptions about oneself and about 
leadership in general. 
This connection between one’s identity as a leader and one’s impact as a leader is 
reinforced by Yeager and Callahan (2016), who argued the growing interest in leadership is a 
direct result of increased need for collaborative practice in the work force. After concluding a 
phenomenological study involving multiple interviews of 10 participants from a leadership 
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training program, they identified four primary themes: (1) one’s identity as a leader is 
reinforced by the relationships one has with others, including followers and mentors; (2) in 
general, participants learned how to lead by seeing examples of others leading; (3) a key to 
leadership success was the ability to exhibit authentic trust, respect, accountability, and 
fairness; and (4) the more individuals were motivated to lead the more they saw themselves 
as leaders and were willing to grow as a leader. 
As individuals are expected to increasingly collaborate with others, they need the 
skills with which to do so. Those skills are, in large part, a product of the identities the 
individuals have about themselves as leaders. This emphasis on the importance of 
developing leader identity is supported by others as well (e.g., Carroll & Levy, 2010). 
Researchers have proposed several conceptual frameworks in an attempt to describe 
changes in one’s identity as a leader. Three significant ones relevant to this study were 
proposed by Lord and Hall (2005), Komives and her colleagues, (Komives, Longerbeam, 
Mainella, Osteen, Owen, & Wagner, 2009; Komives, Longerbeam, Owen, Mainella, & 
Osteen, 2006; Komives, Owen, Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2005) and Young, 
O’Doherty, Gooden, and Goodnow (2011).  
Based on both experience as researchers and their review of available leadership 
development literature, Lord and Hall (2005) suggested three types of identity related to the 
development of one’s leader identity. These are: “individual,” which is similar to one’s self-
concept or how one views oneself as a leader; “relational,” or how one views oneself in 
relation to others; and “collective,” or how one views one’s identity both within a group as 
well as the identity of the group itself. According to Lord and Hall, as leaders develop, they 
gradually shift their identity from the individual to the collective. 
Komives and her colleagues (Komives et al., 2009; Komives, Longerbeam, Owen, 
Mainella, & Osteen, 2006; Komives, Owen, Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2005) initially 
conducted a grounded theory study to examine transformation in undergraduate students’ 
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individual leader identities and identity constructs. The resulting model, initially 
constructed and hypothesized as hierarchical, was reconceptualized to be cyclical (Figure 
2.2). They identified six different ways college students conceptualized leaders. As students 
developed as leaders, they gradually began to view leadership less as a solitary position one 
holds to one more aligned to working with others to address common goals. 
 
Figure 2.2: Komives et al. (2005) model of leadership identity development (p. 599). 
In the first phase, “awareness,” students thought of leadership as somewhere “out 
there”, but they did not see it as related to them as individuals. Eventually, students began to 
see themselves as part of a group and were willing to consider themselves as leaders only if 
others in the group identified them as such. They were dependent upon others for their 
identity as a leader, only understanding themselves as a leader through others’ perspectives. 
Students entered the third phase when they shifted and saw themselves as leaders, in 
particular, the person who could get a specific job done. Leadership moved from being 
dependent on others’ identification to being positional based on specific responsibilities.  
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The fourth stage was termed “leadership differentiated” when students began to 
consider leadership as something more than positional. It could also be from within a group. 
As their understanding deepened, some students entered the fifth phase of “generativity”. 
Students in this phase began to see leadership as looking beyond themselves and included 
expressing concern for the welfare of others, taking on a responsibility and initiative to serve 
others. In this phase, leadership was conceptualized as people working together rather than 
one person leading and doing it all, and leaders were those who helped facilitate that 
process. The final stage they identified was that of “integration/synthesis.” In this phase, 
leadership was more dependent on how one saw oneself and was independent of position. 
Most important was seeing oneself as a leader who worked with others to accomplish a task 
or goal. As students progressed through these stages, they gradually moved from an 
understanding of leadership as dependent upon others to more interdependent.  
Young, O’Doherty, Gooden, and Goodnow (2011) used Komives’ model in their 
investigation of leader identity development in a graduate program for aspiring school 
leaders. Further refining the definition of leader identity, they recognized the importance of 
how one views oneself in relation to both position and power or influence over others. Based 
on an evaluation of a principal preparation program offered at the University of Texas where 
they reviewed written artifacts submitted by all 16 members of a single cohort, they identified 
five different phases of identities leaders might hold. The phases ranged along a continuum 
from leaders holding all authority and power and working in solitude to leaders who work 
alongside others and share their power and influence. 
The first phase, identified as “leader-in-solitude,” was when the leader is viewed as 
the singular person who both led and acted. In the “leader-dictated” phase, leaders identified 
directions for improvement, set goals, planned improvement, and assigned tasks. Leaders in 
this phase supported bureaucratic administration and hierarchical structures, they 
controlled by rules, and were marked by impersonal relationships. In the “leader-driven” 
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phase, leaders still determined initial tasks or goals, but they collaborated with others to 
develop plans and strategies. While they involved at least some level of "solicitation of input 
from stakeholders” (p718), the locus of control still remained with the leader.  
There is a significant difference between the first three phases for leader identity and 
the last two. In the fourth phase, the collaborative leader worked alongside others to develop 
decisions, set goals, and plan and implement actions. Leaders shared power and influence, 
and the locus of control shifted away from the singular leader and toward participative, 
collaborative decision making by the entire group. Finally, the transformative leader focused 
on developing “an organization’s capacity to improve” (p. 719). Leaders who saw themselves 
in this phase motivated others by raising their consciousness and helping them see their own 
connection to the organization’s problems and solving them.  
 In all three of these frameworks, leader identity was something which was 
constructed over time in specific contexts. These observations are supported by Carroll and 
Levy (2010) who examined narratives of participants in two separate 18-month leadership 
development programs in New Zealand. They concluded that leader identity is socially 
constructed and individually integrated, and a key component of both social and individual 
construction was one’s reflection on leadership experiences. 
Merging the Two Concepts: Teacher Leader Identity  
While scholarly research on the topic of the identity of teacher leaders is more 
limited than that for leader identity in general, some researchers are investigating the topic, 
though they draw largely from the underlying research available from the business and 
human resource development sectors. Early connections to practice and identity were made 
by Wenger (1998) and Coldron and Smith (1999) who argued identity was constructed and 
related to the perceptions of others and formed over time in context. It also helped answer 
the question individuals often asked of themselves, “Who am I in relation to this group?”  
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The emphasis on the group where one leads is a concept pursued by several 
researchers. After completing a longitudinal ethnography of eight secondary teachers, Horn, 
Nolen, Ward, and Campbell (2008) concluded that the professional identity of novice 
teachers is shaped by both their experiences in teacher education programs and, then, must 
be negotiated as individuals work to synthesize that identity with what they experience as 
teachers upon graduation. Of particular relevance to this proposal was their observation that 
as individual teachers’ identities changed so did their behaviors, interactions, and even 
understandings of what was happening. Simply put, identity drove behavior. 
Sinha and Hanuscin (2017) identified two different constructs to be used when 
studying teacher leaders. Using a multiple-case-study approach with three different teacher 
leaders, their first construct was “leadership practice,” or the actions people took to 
influence others. The second was identity based on social roles and how one interacted with 
and related to groups of people. They suggested leadership activity was where one’s 
leadership practice/actions, leadership identity, and one’s views and beliefs about leadership 
all converged. 
These observations were similar to those of Fairman and Mackenzie (2015) who 
identified multiple dimensions, or levels, in which teachers practiced being leaders. After 
conducting interviews and case studies with 40 teacher leaders at elementary, middle, and 
high schools in Maine, they discovered that informal leadership was of great value to 
teachers, noting that it “predominated in all our school cases” (p. 73). Teachers who were 
interviewed reported that informal leadership had a greater potential to change teaching 
than did formal leadership roles, and they actually downplayed their formal leadership roles, 
even refusing to refer to themselves as leaders. Through their research, Fairman and 
Mackenzie identified nine different spheres wherein teachers engaged in leadership. They 
conceptualized the work of teacher leaders in these spheres, and the spheres were based on 
what an activity was, who was involved in the activity, and the scope of the activity. All 
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revolved around the larger goal of improving student learning. The spheres progressed from 
the lowest level of influence where an individual teacher worked in isolation to learn about 
his or her practice to spheres where influence expanded in all three areas of activity, scope, 
and who is being led. The sphere representing the most influence in all areas was when 
teachers or groups of teachers shared their learning outside the school in professional 
organizations.  
Finally, in a model reminiscent of the work of Gee (2000), Moorosi (2014) simplified 
teacher leader identity, dividing it into three levels. After conducting an intersectional 
analysis based on data from a longitudinal study between 2007 to 2010 on the evaluation of 
a leadership development program, she identified three levels of leadership identity, aligned 
with the work of Lord & Hall (2005). These studies involved analysis of data from 287 
participant surveys, 25 case studies, and 24 impact studies from six South African provinces 
participating in a national pilot of a leadership development program. The three levels of 
leadership identity were: (1) “personal,” where leadership identity was part of one’s self-
concept with a strong emphasis on self-awareness; (2) “relational” was how others perceived 
someone as a leader and was expressed through interactions with them; and (3) “collective,” 
where leadership was understood as being part of a social group outside of oneself and 
outside of one’s direct level of influence. This level involved the socio-political context of 
leadership where leaders lead “out there”, rather than up close and personal. 
The Conceptual Framework  
One criticism offered by York-Barr and Duke (2004) was the bulk of research they 
reviewed was atheoretical, and they challenged future researchers to remedy this by 
connecting the work of teacher leaders to theory. While Wenner and Campbell (2017) found 
an increase in the use of theories to drive teacher leadership work, they argued researchers 
should more clearly define their theoretical framework in approaching the topic by 
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answering the question, “What theories are used to frame research surrounding teacher 
leadership?” 
In response to both York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) and Wenner and Campbell’s (2017) 
challenges, I am including here a conceptual framework. According to Maxwell (2013), a 
conceptual framework, while based on theory, is a model describing what it is the researcher 
plans to study, a tentative theory about a phenomenon; it tells a story of what the researcher 
believes is happening at multiple levels. Other aspects of a conceptual framework include 
personal experience and background and theoretical perspectives. In this sense, the 
conceptual framework is less a map of the study itself and more a map of the concept being 
studied.  
 While there is a vast library of research on the marks of effective leadership and how 
to develop potential leaders, much of the focus has been on implementing leader behaviors 
(Carol & Levy, 2010; Zheng & Muir, 2015). While behaviors are important, they are driven 
by the underlying beliefs and assumptions individuals hold and beliefs and assumptions 
about what it means to be a leader in a given situation. The basic chain of events is: one’s 
identity influences one’s behaviors and those behaviors contribute to the outcomes one 
accomplishes (Coldron & Smith, 1999; Day & Dragoni, 2015; Eccles, 2009; Fairman & 
Mackenzie, 2015; Kaplan & Flum, 2009; Lord & Hall, 2005; Miscenko, Guenter, & Day, 
2017; Moorosi, 2014; Sinha & Hanuscin, 2017; van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De 
Cremer, & Hogg, 2005; Zheng & Muir, 2015). In schools, specifically, this means that 
teachers’ beliefs about themselves drive their behaviors, and those behaviors then impact the 
student learning outcomes in the classroom. When those teachers are teacher leaders, their 
leader behaviors influence both their own students and also the behaviors of other teachers 
in the building (Cosenza, 2015; Sinha & Hanuscin, 2017; Yeager & Callahan, 2016). This 
process was visually represented earlier (Figure 1.2) and is once again displayed here as 
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Figure 2.2. The focus of this study is solely on the shaded boxes – teacher’s 
conceptualization of teacher leadership and how they see themselves as leaders. 
 
Figure 2.3. How teacher leader identity influences both self and others. 
Summary 
In the opening section of my proposal I attempted to respond to York-Barr and 
Duke’s (2004) initial question, “Why focus on teacher leadership?” by highlighting how the 
development of teacher leaders is a strategy schools and districts are using in an effort to 
improve professionalism and student learning and reduce teacher attrition. When schools 
focus on developing teacher leaders capable of leading others to solve their own problems, 
those teachers contribute to the development of the system as a whole (Dalakoura, 2010). 
One lens through which to examine teacher leadership is leader identity, because identity 
informs behavioral choices, and leader identity influences leader choices (Eccles, 2009; 
Miscenko, Guenter, & Day, 2017; Zheng & Muir, 2015). 
In this section, I have responded to Wenner and Campbell’s (2017) question, “How is 
teacher leadership defined in the research and what are the constructs/elements of teacher 
leadership within these conceptualizations?” As evidenced in the literature, there is still no 
single, agreed-upon definition and no common construct for teacher leadership. The 
purpose of my research is to examine how teachers who have experienced a leadership 
program conceptualize what it means to be a teacher leader and, especially, what 
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differentiates teacher leaders from other teachers, in an attempt to contribute to the broader 




CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODOLOGY 
Maxwell (2013) offered a model for building a research design which incorporates 
five important areas. The research question, which drives the entire design, is connected to: 
(1) the overall goals for the proposal, (2) the conceptual framework supporting the proposal, 
(3) the methods used to answer the question, and (4) the validity (credibility) of the 
conclusions drawn. The interconnectedness of these is illustrated in Figure 3.1. 
 
Figure 3.1. The research question drives the research design with the goals, the conceptual 
framework, methodology, and validity all interconnected and supporting each other. 
Research Questions 
According to Maxwell (2013), the research question drives the research design and 
answers the question, “What is it you want to better understand as a result of your study?” 
The research questions for this proposal are: 
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• RQ1: “How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program 
conceptualize teacher leadership?” and  
• RQ2: “How do those same teachers understand what it means to be a teacher 
leader?”  
Goals 
The goals of a study involve both answering questions such as “why is this study 
worth doing?” as well as “what is the researcher looking to clarify and influence?” (Maxwell, 
2013). While the former question was addressed in the introduction, the latter was not. The 
goal of this research study was to examine how teacher leaders themselves conceptualize 
“teacher leadership” and what it means for them to be a teacher leader. I am working to 
clarify and influence the extant literature on teacher leadership, to generalize concepts into a 
workable theory which can inform districts in designing and delivering teacher-leader 
development programs.  
Methodology 
This study was a multiple case study where I examined the perspectives of teacher 
leaders in two phases. In the first phase I interviewed a purposeful sample of six teachers in 
the district’s two leadership programs, with three coming from each of the two programs. 
Specifically, three Expanded Impact Teachers (EIT) and three Multi-Classroom Leaders 
(MCL). Upon analysis for trends and themes, I identified two individuals for a second 
interview. The goal of this second round of interviews was to collect data to enable me to 
develop descriptive narratives to illustrate and identify larger themes that emerged from the 
initial analysis.  
Sampling. The population of interest for this study were current teacher leaders in 
the target district who are participants in the district’s leadership program. Currently, 35 
teachers in the district occupy formally identified teacher leadership positions. Given that 
my interviews were completed in the fall of 2019, I initially focused on teachers who were in 
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at least their second year in a formal leadership position, which reduced the potential 
number of participants down to 14. This initial list of teacher leaders included four EITs and 
ten MCLs distributed across seven schools. Eight of the teachers served in elementary 
schools, four in middle schools, and two in high schools.  
In an effort to further reduce the size to a more manageable number given my 
research timeline, I used a purposeful sampling approach to identify six participants for the 
initial interviews, three each from the advanced roles (EIT and MCL). I used multiple 
criteria to identify the six teacher leaders to invite. First, I identified teachers based on 
different grade levels, content areas, and schools to increase the likelihood that any common 
themes I identified were more likely to be related to the teacher serving as a teacher leader 
and not one of these other factors. Next, because I was more interested in the teacher 
leader’s experience as a teacher leader than as a teacher, years as a teacher leader rather 
than total experience as a teacher was a selection criterion. Finally, because I wanted to 
ensure a broad perspective of leadership, I included both Black and white teacher leaders as 
the experiences and perspectives of Black teachers frequently differs from those of their 
white colleagues (Griffin & Tackie, 2016). While I also recognize that gender conditions ways 
of knowing, experiences, and perspectives, all the teachers in the population were female, 
precluding gender comparisons.  
After analyzing the first round of interviews, I selected two teachers to interview a 
second time. The criteria for this second interview were slightly different than the first 
interview. I was looking for teachers whose stories illustrated common themes from across 
the initial six teacher leaders as a way to provide more context and depth to my data. I also 
considered which teacher leaders’ data in the first round were most relevant to the research 
questions as well as which teachers were most responsive to my inquires in general. I 





Distribution of teachers to be included in the two rounds of interviews. Given the small 
sample size, and in an effort to maintain confidentiality, specific criteria are listed 
individually and teachers are not identified in the table with multiple criteria; for 
example, a teacher would not be identified as a Middle School Social Studies MCL with 2 
years teacher leadership experience and 23 years of experience in education. 
Program Number with at 






Expanded Impact Teacher 4 3 1 
Multi-Classroom Leader 10 3 1 
Total: 14 6 2 
    
Black 8 2 1 
White 6 4 1 
Total: 14 6 2 
    
2 Full Years as a TL 4 3 2 
1 Full Year as a TL 10 3 0 
Total: 14 6 2 
    
4-10 Years in Education N/A 4 1 
11-20 Years in Education N/A 1 0 
20+ Years in Education N/A 1 1 
Total: N/A 6 2 
    
K-5 Focus 8 2 2 
6-8 Focus 4 2 0 
9-12 Focus 2 2 0 
Total: 14 6 2 
    
Math Focus 3 1 0 
Reading Focus 4 1 1 
Science Focus 1 1 0 
Multiple Subjects 5 3 1 
Multi-Tiered System of Support 1 0 0 
Total: 14 6 6 
 
The identified teachers were invited to participate in an interview via email 
communication (a copy of the email is included in Appendix A). All six initial teachers 
agreed to participate. Additionally, I asked teachers during the interview to provide any 
artifacts which might be helpful and relevant in understanding their role and responsibilities 
as a leader. Interviews were scheduled at a time convenient to the teachers, either during a 
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planning period or after school. First round interviews ranged between 15 and 31 minutes, 
with an average of 20 minutes; one of the second-round interviews lasted 38 minutes while 
the other lasted 51 minutes. 
Data Collection. Data was gathered using a semi-structured interview protocol. 
Participants were selected based on the sampling method above. Through open-ended 
questions, I sought to understand how teacher leaders conceptualize teacher leadership, saw 
themselves as leaders, influenced others, came to see themselves as leaders, and how those 
understandings of teacher leadership were different than what they would expect of other 
teachers. The interview protocol, including questions for the initial interview, is included in 
Appendix B. The specific questions for the second round of interviews were developed after 
the initial analysis of the first-round data to determine themes to further explore and are 
included in Appendixes C and D.  
Data Analysis. Both first and second round interviews were recorded and 
transcribed. After each interview I conducted a member check by writing a summary of the 
interview, based off both my recollection and a review of the recording, and submitted it to 
the teacher leader for their review. Transcriptions were entered into MaxQDA and coded 
using eclectic coding (Saldaña, 2016). Eclectic coding involves conducting a minimum of two 
rounds of coding. Specifically, in the first round of coding I used in vivo codes, taking words 
and phrases directly from the interviews to create codes. This initial round of coding 
produced 411 codes. The purpose of this first round was to create a “first draft” of the codes. 
In the second round of coding I used pattern coding to cluster those in vivo codes into 
common categories and themes. For the second round of interviews, I treated the codes from 
the initial interviews as a priori codes and used them to identify themes in this second 
round. In an effort to most effectively and efficiently categorize the codes, I created a code 
book, as described by DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, and McCulloch (2011). I created a definition 
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and inclusion criteria for all codes, and for selected codes I also identified exclusion criteria. 
A copy of this code book is included in Appendix E.  
During analysis I looked for trends, both in frequency and intensity of what teachers 
identified as significant. In this step, my focus was primarily on trends across the data 
sample rather than looking at individual results. I sought to make inferences, based on the 
data, specifically about connections between their views on teacher leadership and how they 
saw themselves as leaders, including how they came to that view. Eventually, I organized 
codes by aligning them to both my research questions and my goal to inform the 
development of teacher leader programs.  
Validity  
One way to think of validity, in the words of Maxwell (2013), is in terms of answering 
the question, “How might my results and conclusions be wrong?” A central tenant of 
research is that the best way to prove something is true is to set about to prove it is not true. 
In this sense, validity involves an examination of the findings, including possible alternative 
interpretations of them. In short, it helps establish credibility for the results by explicitly 
identifying why others should believe those results. Validity can then be addressed by 
acknowledging potential threats to data interpretation and inference making. 
Maxwell (2013) identified two specific threats to validity which qualitative 
researchers should be especially mindful of addressing: researcher bias and reactivity. 
Researcher bias can be a threat to validity when researchers select data fitting “the 
researcher’s existing theory, goals, or preconceptions, and the selection of data that ‘stand 
out’ to the researcher” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 124). Reactivity relates to how participants in the 
study may react to the presence of a researcher. Particularly in studies involving interviews, 
reactivity can be a threat based on the interviewer’s relationship to the subjects being 
interviewed and the topic being discussed, as well as the general fact that respondents are 
influenced by the very presence of the interviewer and the situation. 
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While threats to validity can never be eliminated, they can be minimized and 
managed (Maxwell, 2013). One strategy I used to address both these threats was to complete 
member checks. After I interviewed teachers, I wrote a summary of the interview and asked 
the teacher leader to review it for accuracy. The goal of the member check was to ensure the 
data I identified was an accurate portrayal of what the teacher leader actually said and 
meant. Four of the six teachers responded to the member check by either submitting 
clarifications or agreeing to the summary as written, and two did not respond. Both teachers 
included in the second round of interviews responded to the member check by either 
submitting clarifications or agreeing to the summary as written.  
A second strategy I used to ensure I accurately understood what the teachers meant 
was I reviewed artifacts they provided. When examining this second set of data I looked for 
alignment between the artifact and the interview responses to ensure I was correctly 
understanding what it was teachers are reporting. Four teachers in total submitted artifacts, 
including both the teachers involved in the second round of interviews. During the second 
round I specifically asked clarifying questions about the artifacts.  
Finally, by working with teachers outside of my own district and with whom I had no 
relationship at all, I worked to minimize any perceived influence they may have felt 
regarding the purpose of the interviews. Responses were not shared with the target district, 
in an effort to help teachers feel safe to report accurately their perceptions, feelings, and 
beliefs around the topic of teacher leadership. Additionally, the participants were not 
identified to the target district. The district provided a list of all teacher leaders, including 
position, length of time in the program, content area, and grade level. The district also sent 
an email to all teacher leaders introducing me to them and granting permission to speak 
with me. From that list I then selected the six participants to interview, with a goal to achieve 
a representative sample based on title, content area, grade level, and years in the program. I 
did not share the names of the participants with the district or with the other participants.  
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Maxwell (2013) also identified a third potential threat to validity under the concept of 
generalizability. Particularly in case studies, researchers and readers may be tempted to 
generalize findings to the larger populations. However, findings in this study pertain to one 
district and that district’s particular leadership program. The aim is not to generalize to a 
larger population but to contribute to the development of a more robust theory of teacher 
leadership and teacher leader identity.  
Conclusion 
In this section, I have addressed how my research methodology was designed to 
address my research questions. To repeat, the research questions for this qualitative 
proposal were (RQ1) How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program 
conceptualize teacher leadership?” and (R2) “How do those same teachers understand what 
it means to be a teacher leader?” I used a multiple case study design with individual 
interviews of current teacher leaders and a review of extant data to address the questions, 
and coded data using an eclectic coding method. 
Returning to the questions identified and introduced at the beginning of this section, 
the research methodology has been designed to provide responses to York-Barr and Duke’s 
(2004) and Wenner and Campbell’s (2017) challenges. Through interviews I collected data 
in an effort to provide answers to the questions: “How do teacher leaders conceptualize 
teacher leadership?” and “How do they view themselves to be leaders?” This includes 
understanding how they came to that conceptualization as well as justification for their view 





CHAPTER 4: CASE SUMMARIES 
In this study I examined how teacher leaders conceptualize teacher leadership in 
general and how they view themselves as leaders. I interviewed six current teacher leaders in 
a public school district in North Carolina which has been formally identifying and training 
teacher leaders for the past three years. Three of the teacher leaders are what the district 
refers to as Multi-Classroom Leaders (MCL) and three hold the position of Extended Reach 
Teacher (EIT). These roles are described below.  
While the framework for these two positions is consistent across the district, the 
details of implementation are unique to each school. Additionally, schools and teachers had 
to participate in a rigorous process to both offer the positions and then qualify for them. 
Each school spent a full academic year engaged in design work to prepare for the roles. This 
design work included scheduling, organizing, and teaming individual teachers. It was driven 
by a group of administrators and teachers at each individual school. MCLs and EITs 
participated in a variety of training programs, including a week-long summer intensive, 
weekly meetings with school principals, quarterly coachings with a district coach, and some 
even had monthly coaching seminars.   
The teachers in this study represent grades spanning K-12, with two teaching high 
school, two middle school, and two elementary school. All are women, four are white and 
two are Black. Their years in education range from 4 to 27. The summaries of each teacher 
are based on the research memos I wrote after the interview and sent to each teacher as a 
member check. They were finalized in consultation with each of the teacher leaders to ensure 
I accurately communicated their ideas and intent. Descriptions of the leadership program 
are based on interviews with district leaders and the six teacher leaders. 
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The Multi-Classroom Teacher (MCL)  
The primary responsibility of the MCL is working directly with teachers to help them 
be the best teachers they can be. They are expected to do this through coaching, the 
observation-feedback cycle, modeling, co-teaching, co-planning, and designing assignments. 
Most of them spend about one-third of their time working directly with students through a 
combination of small-group instruction, teaching large groups of students, and providing 
enrichment and remediation work. In contrast to how districts traditionally use instructional 
coaches to support all staff, MCLs work specifically with a given grade or content area team. 
Since they work directly with students, they are held accountable for student performance on 
state assessments just like all other teachers in the school. MCLs must have at least three 
years of experience in the classroom and meet specific criteria for both student performance 
and ratings on the district’s teacher evaluation system. The three MCLs included in this 
study are Ms. Gray, Ms. Brown, and Ms. White. 
The Primary MCL: Ms. Gray. Ms. Gray believes the essence of teacher leadership 
is leading a team of teachers to “become the best teachers they could be.” For her, leadership 
boils down to two things: coaching and relationships. The goal of the teacher leader is not to 
create a “mini-me” but to help teachers reach their own potential. It involves developing 
good relationships with teachers, students, and the school community at large. As a teacher 
leader, she looks to provide “gracious space” during professional learning team meetings, 
data days and coaching sessions. In her view, teacher leaders support other teachers by 
giving effective feedback, conducting walk-throughs, pulling resources, analyzing academic 
standards, co-planning instruction, and many other tasks. Through her interactions with the 
teachers she supports she concentrates on offering them whatever they need to:  
. . . help them have good weeks, better weeks, then eventually the best weeks 
possible, ensuring students are receiving the best education possible. This interaction 
with teachers can be related to their professional growth as well as their personal 
growth. The focus of teacher leadership is to provide support and nurturing to 
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teachers so they can grow in a safe space, as they provide effective instruction to our 
students.  
 
Teacher leaders are people who focus on “coaching good teachers and coaching them 
into being great teachers.” Coaching sessions can be pre-planned or happen in-the-moment. 
Examples of in-the-moment coaching could include supplying instant feedback to a teacher 
in his/her classroom as he/she tries something new, modeling a difficult instructional 
strategy, or giving signals to adjust pace or instructional delivery.  
Ms. Gray considers herself a teacher leader because of the impact and growth she has 
seen in her teachers’ over the last two years. According to her, students’ test scores have 
increased. She provides as evidence of teachers’ growth that one of the teachers she coached 
was promoted to an administrative position and another teacher has grown in her efficacy to 
lead PLCs and become more motivated as a teacher. Overall, she says that communication 
among the team members has increased as a result of her leadership. To her, the 
collaboration she has with her fellow teachers is what makes it possible for her and her 
teachers to grow. 
One key developmental point for her as a leader was completion of the district’s 
leadership training program. In that year-long program, she increased her skills in 
facilitating PLCs, using data-driven calendars and instructions, having coaching 
conversations, and creating “gracious spaces,” or a space where the teachers with whom she 
works can be vulnerable with her and each other, trusting that what is said remains 
confidential to the members of the PLC. She also feels supported and empowered by her 
administrators, who have accepted “feedback and information.” She meets with 
administrators weekly as part of a leadership team. Her work as a teacher leader has helped 
her develop a larger perspective of how the school runs, allowing her to "see the big picture.” 
She suggests that most teachers see things from the perspective of their classroom, however, 
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the school is so much more than an individual classroom. To her, being a teacher leader “is 
an eye-opening experience, really...You just see things through a different lens.” 
Ms. Gray was motivated to apply for the MCL position because of her willingness and 
desire to help others; she believed she could make a difference. She loves her community 
and the school and feels a desire to give back to it. She believes formal teacher leader roles 
are crucial, and wishes she had a teacher leader available when she first started teaching, 
believing it would have made a significant difference in some of her teaching experiences. 
She believes teacher leaders “can either help the school or hurt the school...if you get the 
right people in leadership roles, they will excel your school’s morale, students’ academic 
achievement, and community relationships.”  
Her love of her community also drives her to form relationships with families and 
parents in the community. Parents view her as someone whom they can trust and go to for 
guidance, advice, and support. She stated, “Our parents look at us, they'll come to us, even 
when they have difficult[ies] with teachers and things, they'll come to us. ‘We’ll find Ms. 
Gray – she can help me on [this].’” 
 In addition to our interview, she provided the transcript of a coaching conversation 
and some PLC records to demonstrate ways she has led others. I also conducted a second, 
follow-up interview with her to more deeply understand how she conceptualized of teacher 
leadership, and those findings are elaborated on in Chapter 5. 
The Elementary MCL: Ms. Brown. Ms. Brown serves as an elementary MCL 
Teacher. She has been an MCL for two years, and prior to that she served as an EIT. She 
works with students and teachers in grades 3-5 in the content areas of ELA, Math, and 
science and has been teaching for 6 years.  
Ms. Brown believes a pre-requisite to being a teacher leader is demonstrated, 
consistent success with students and, then, once one becomes a teacher leader that person is 
responsible to help and empower other teachers to replicate that success. This is done 
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through coaching; helping faithfully implement differentiated and effective instructional 
strategies; helping to align curriculum, instruction, and academic standards; supporting the 
teacher in classroom management; and focusing on the social and emotional development of 
the students in the classroom. Teacher leaders are those who are “willing to help and jump 
all in.” They are “student first” and willing to do the things others find uncomfortable in an 
effort to create a positive climate for students and staff. They also work to foster community 
within the school itself as well as with the students' families.  
Ms. Brown began to see herself as a teacher leader when she started in the EIT 
position because she was formally leading herself and others. She applied to be a teacher 
leader because she wanted to grow professionally, but she did not want to move into school 
administration. She felt like the continued professional development offered to EIT and 
MCL teachers would provide her opportunities to grow as a professional. She feels like 
professional learning is key to her growth and rejuvenation, helping her to avoid burn-out. 
She also thinks her district does an excellent job in empowering teacher leaders, providing 
them multiple opportunities to lead. Some of the most impactful training topics for her have 
been coaching and how to work with adults, as well as the district’s teacher-leader training 
program. She feels that if she had not had those trainings, she would not have been able to 
lead others effectively.  
Now, as a teacher leader, she works with five teachers to help increase their efficacy 
and classroom management. She works closely with grade levels to help them understand 
curriculum, plan instruction, implement data-driven analysis, and create aligned 
assessments. Her goal as a teacher leader is to empower those teachers with whom she 
works to be able to do the work on their own. A benefit of teacher leaders versus an 
instructional coach or administrator is that they are able to form deep relationships with 
teams over time and help them become self-sufficient and self-sustaining. Teacher leaders 
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do not evaluate or check boxes for compliance. They are there to build and create a culture to 
support student learning.  
In addition to her interview, she shared a video of a coaching conversation she had, 
the slide deck from a training she facilitated at the district level, and some PLC records. 
These were shared to help illustrate how she has led teachers this year. I also conducted a 
second, follow-up interview with her in an effort to better understand the identities she was 
holding. Those findings are elaborated on in Chapter 6. 
The High-School MCL: Ms. White. Ms. White serves as a high school MCL 
Teacher focusing on math. She has been an MCL for two years and in education for a total of 
14 years. Prior to her role as an MCL she served as a building administrator. As a result, she 
brings with her the unique perspective of both teacher leader and administrator.  
Ms. White believes that in order to be a teacher leader one must have knowledge and 
skills that other teachers do not have and then be able to help teachers grow into that 
knowledge and those skills. The primary role of a teacher leader is to help develop other 
teachers so those teachers can better support the students with whom they work. Teacher 
leaders work both inside and outside the classroom, often serving in roles which impact the 
whole school. In her view, a key difference between a teacher leader and an instructional 
coach is that a teacher leader works strategically with a small group of teachers. That work 
involves coaching, observing, providing feedback, facilitating discussions, teaching about 
effective instructional strategies, and facilitating the learning of those teachers. An 
additional important hallmark of teacher leaders is that they are respected by other teachers, 
being recognized for their content expertise and their skill at interacting and collaborating 
with adults. 
Teacher leaders also help lead within the school at large as well as in the community. 
Parents often times become less engaged with the details of students’ academic work in high 
school, but Ms. White focuses on developing trusting relationships with those parents by 
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helping those parents understand the educational expectations of students and how to help 
their students become successful. She stated one part of her job is “leading your parents and 
stuff, like bringing them to the table, helping them better understand, you know, the process 
of learning what kids are learning why they're doing it and be able to help those parents see 
and understand it as well.”  
In her mind, learning is a critical disposition for a leader. In fact, to lead is in many 
ways to learn; to use the terms introduced by Heifetz (1994), type III change calls for 
“leadership that induces learning” (p. 75). Teacher leaders are continually seeking new and 
improved ways to reach objectives and fix problems when they arise. Even though leaders 
are often identified as experts, approaching situations with a spirit of humility is evidence of 
the importance of learning. Learning is a particular passion of hers, and she is “constantly 
going out and doing...research” in an effort to improve her own craft and the craft of the 
teachers she leads. She then takes the new learning she has experienced and shares it with 
other teachers so they can benefit from it as well. In this regard, she views herself as a 
resource for teachers. She can take the time to research and learn about topics which other 
teachers do not have the time to do.  
Ms. White has considered herself a leader since early in her career. In some ways, she 
has always spent more time than others researching curriculum and trying to understand 
learning. For example, when she was asked to help write a district curriculum for science as 
only a second-year teacher she started to realize that the way she taught and researched in 
her class was not the norm for all teachers. This early experience was significant in helping 
her see herself as a leader. She loves to work with people and teach adults, and her drive is to 
better understand how students learn so she can help teachers best teach those students. 
One of the things she values about being a teacher leader is she can focus on helping adults 
grow as they work to address the root causes of issues students are facing. When she served 
as an administrator, she struggled with the fact that she spent more time "putting out fires,” 
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believing that many of those fires could have been avoided if the teachers just had the right 
knowledge and skill set. However, she was so busy dealing with the fires she could rarely 
help the teachers develop into individuals who could have prevented the situations before 
they started. 
Ms. White values human capacity, and she believes that when schools invest in 
developing human capacity they do not need as many instructional programs. “We don’t buy 
programs,” she stated, “we build the capacity of those humans so those programs aren’t 
needed.” She helps build the capacity of teachers primarily by implementing good data-
driven instruction. She helps teachers deeply understand the content standards, design and 
implement instructional strategies to help students learn the content, develop common 
formative assessments to measure student learning, and deeply analyze the results of those 
assessments so that teachers can understand more precisely a student’s misunderstanding in 
an effort to better intervene and meet that student’s need. The teachers use the results of this 
process to identify teacher learning needs and develop the trainings to support those 
teachers.  
In addition to our initial interview, she shared with me several artifacts to 
demonstrate how she has led her peers over the past couple of years. Those artifacts 
included copies of school schedules and calendars, an over-all school design plan, schedules 
for district-wide training she designed and facilitated, as well as planning and instructional 
documents. 
The Extend Reach Teacher (EIT) 
In contrast to the MCL role, teachers in the EIT role do not have a formal coaching 
relationship with other teachers, though sometimes it does happen informally. Their work 
with students can happen in one of two ways. In the first format, the EIT has an expanded 
roster, teaching more students than other teachers and also working with an assistant who is 
responsible to teach some students while the EIT teaches other students. In the second form, 
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EITs teach the same number of students as other teachers and also provide leadership 
services such as completing all the data analysis, intervening with multiple classes, or 
providing corrective instruction for a specific grade or content area. Teachers must have at 
least two years of experience in the classroom as well as meet specific criteria for both 
student performance and established ratings on the district’s teacher evaluation system. 
A Middle School EIT: Ms. Black. Ms. Black serves as a 6th grade EIT focusing on 
math and science. She has been an EIT for two years and in education for a total of six years. 
She believes the most important part of being a teacher leader is to be a team player. 
Teachers cannot be successful on their own, and teacher leaders are a key part of facilitating 
teamwork. To do that, teacher leaders need to be open minded and willing to do “whatever is 
needed,” even if it means “stepping out of our comfort zones.”  
She believes that, at its core, teacher leadership is about trying new things, then 
passing those new things on to other teachers so the “new” becomes “normal.” Once it 
becomes normal, the teacher leader begins another new thing in the hopes of eventually 
passing it on as well. This process is a never-ending cycle. The teacher leader is the one who 
is willing to try the new thing and help others master it. While extra money is an incentive 
for teacher leaders, she does not feel it is the most important thing. Rather, opportunities to 
try new things and influence others are what motivates her more than the money she 
receives. She loves a challenge and leadership, to her, is a challenge as she tries new things, 
trains others to do those new things, and models new practices. Additionally, learning from 
other teacher leaders is a big motivating factor for her. She always wants to learn and grow, 
so working with other teacher leaders is important to her. She stated,  
I can’t pour out but so much if I’m not being poured into...part of leadership is that 
we don’t ever get comfortable in doing the same thig. There’s always somebody 
challenging learning, teaching us..I think that you can’t be a leader without having 
someone leading you. 
 
Even in this learning, collaboration is a vital component, because  
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We can’t do it alone...I learned something. I teach it to somebody else so that they 
can make it the new normal, and then I learn something else and teach somebody 
else and make that the new normal. Teacher leadership is a never-ending cycle.   
Ms. Black views leadership as being part of who she is. She believes it is partly her 
personality in being outgoing, but also rooted in her willingness to take charge when needed. 
She is drawn to people around her who need and can benefit from her help. She also 
differentiates between “leader” and “dictator,” with the latter being someone who simply 
tells people what to do and the former being someone who allows people to struggle as they 
learn. According to Ms. Black, allowing others to struggle is a key component of leading and 
supporting them: Part of leadership is providing people opportunities and options without 
dictating which one to pick.  
Even though leadership is something she feels has always been a part of who she is, 
she has only viewed herself as a teacher leader for the last year or so. Being accountable to 
support and nurture another teacher was a key turning point for her. Now that she is 
accountable for another person’s growth, she sees herself as a teacher leader. She also feels 
empowered and supported in her role as a teacher leader, both from the MCL who supports 
her and her administration. The support she receives includes weekly meetings with her 
MCL, PLCs, and conversations with her administration.  
Another Middle School EIT Teacher: Ms. Green. Ms. Green is a middle school 
EIT in math and science, teaching 8th grade. This is her fourth year teaching and her second 
year in the EIT position. She believes a distinguishing characteristic of a teacher leader is the 
choice to be part of something outside her own classroom and leadership is then 
demonstrated by “doing more” than other teachers; a critical component is that teacher 
leaders “[have] students, and then…you are also a part of the community of adults.” This 
includes positions like the EIT position and also positions such as serving on committees, 
leading professional development, or serving as a grade level, department chair, or school 
improvement chair. She believes a distinguishing aspect of teacher leadership is teacher 
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leaders have a focus on working with adults and adult learning as well as an organizational 
perspective for the “internal functioning” of a school. This requires they be part of a 
community of adults who are continually learning and being involved beyond their own 
classrooms. Leaders do not simply complain about problems; they also work to address 
them.  
She considers herself a teacher leader, though she has always seen herself as a leader. 
Her interest in applying to the school where she works was not the EIT position but rather 
the vision for innovation the school has. She found alignment between her desires and 
passions and the schools’ focus on innovation, design thinking, empowering students to 
pursue their passions, and the use of a social-emotional curriculum to “[address] the whole 
child.” She has always felt compelled to jump in and help, though a key point for her was 
when some administrators earlier in her career encouraged her to take on formal leadership 
roles such as School Improvement Team chair and department chair. The chance to serve as 
an EIT was an opportunity to “push [herself] further.”  
As a teacher leader in the school, she feels she has the potential to have a wider 
impact than other teachers. She talked about how, over time, she can extend her impact 
beyond just her classroom. As she works with other teachers who then work with students, 
her influence becomes exponential. “We only get a set number of kids per year. That impact 
is powerful, but I also think about teaching practices and professional development 
opportunities and all those other things that create a larger impact over time.” This extended 
impact requires additional levels of responsibility and commitment. When she sees a need 
she wants to jump in and meet it, especially when she feels capable to do so.  
The High School EIT: Ms. Scarlett. Ms. Scarlett serves as a high school EIT 
focusing on science. She has been an EIT for two years. She has been in education for a total 
of four years. Like other teacher leaders in this study, she believes that in order to be a 
teacher leader one must have proven success in the classroom. She believes that teacher 
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leaders work hand-in-hand with the administration, serving in many ways as a liaison for 
two-way communication between teachers and administrators. They also help facilitate work 
with other teachers, such as leading PLCs, distilling information from trainings, co-planning 
instruction, and supporting data analysis. In many ways, teacher leaders relieve some of the 
burden of responsibilities from other teachers, allowing them to focus on lesson planning 
and delivery. They can also help to organize events at the school and serve on teams and 
committees, for example, the School Improvement Team. Some teacher leaders also provide 
additional support for teachers via observation and feedback, coaching, and lesson 
modeling. Teacher leadership, in her mind, is largely defined by the district or school vision 
and whomever they put into the teacher leader position.  
One key responsibility of teacher leaders is to provide input to administrators and 
advise them as they make school-wide decisions about policy development and 
implementation. By providing “deep, two-way communication” between teachers and 
administrators, these teacher leaders help in the development of things like benchmark 
schedules. Teacher leaders are able to advocate to administration on behalf of other 
teachers, being able to provide information and perspective that administrators may not 
have. 
Ms. Scarlett considers herself a teacher leader at her school. She started to feel like a 
teacher leader last year when she began to take on additional responsibilities, in particular 
teaching more students than her peers. She sees herself as being willing to take on additional 
ownership for things at the school that many of her peers are not willing to do. To her, 
leadership is something “internalized,” meaning she “has taken it upon herself” and “owned 
it.” She views her role, specifically, as one in which she voices her opinion with both peers 
and administrators, communicates feedback, and coordinates efforts to improve 
communication with parents. She feels supported and empowered by her administration. 
When she asks her principal and assistant principal questions, they are always willing to 
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provide her what she needs. She can have “really hard conversations” with her 
administration and they are “going to hear [her] out.” They also are honest with her. Overall, 
she feels respected as a professional in her building.  
While differentiated pay is important for teacher leaders, she does not consider it to 
be a key reason she serves as a teacher leader. She believes teacher leadership is important 
to the teaching profession because it provides opportunities for career advancement. She 
spoke of a friend who was going to leave teaching but decided to stay in the hopes of 
becoming an MCL.  
Common Themes 
One of the most common themes from across all six of these teacher leaders was that 
they maintained a dual focus on supporting students by teaching them directly and 
supporting the development of fellow teachers in an effort to help them improve their craft.  
The ways in which they supported their fellow teachers varied slightly based on their 
individual contexts and could include coaching them, providing training in data analysis, 
supporting lesson design and delivery, and facilitating PLCs.  These themes, and others, will 





CHAPTER 5: A TEACHER LEADER IN ACTION 
 Ms. Gray is in her third year as a K-3 MCL focusing on providing support in ELA and 
brings with her 27 years of experience as a classroom teacher. In this chapter I describe her 
work, including how she thinks about her role as an MCL, to provide examples of some of 
the major themes from RQ1 which emerged from the analysis of the full interview data from 
all six teachers. Important themes illustrated here and described in more detail in chapter 7 
include how she supports fellow teachers through coaching and facilitating PLCs as well as 
how she works with both students and adults in an effort to nurture both groups of people.  
 For Ms. Gray, trusting relationships form the basis for working with other teachers. 
Without those trusting relationships, none of the work described here would be possible. 
One way in which she works hard to ensure trust is by creating a psychologically safe place 
for her teachers, something she calls a “gracious space, [which is] a space where they’re able 
to talk with me, or I’m able to talk with them.” Gracious spaces are where teachers can be 
vulnerable and express themselves without fear of retribution or judgement; they can “be 
confident” that what is shared will remain in the room. These gracious spaces are a living 
example of the relationships Ms. Gray works to create with her teachers. The term describes 
both specific times on an agenda and a continuous way of interacting with each other. 
Occasionally, teachers may even ask for a gracious space and name it, saying “I need to have 
a moment for some gracious space.” 
 Ms. Gray’s school day begins by conducting walkthroughs for the teachers she 
supports. These walkthroughs can be as simple as saying “good morning” and checking in on 
her teachers, or as in depth as actually doing some observation in the classrooms. Depending 
on the day of the week, she may then facilitate a PLC or grade-level planning. During these 
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meetings she will help teachers unpack content standards, including leading discussions on 
questions such as, “What is this standard really asking of students?” and “How can you 
present it?” As the teachers make decisions regarding how to teach the standard, they may 
even practice their instructional delivery and receive feedback, in an effort to ensure they are 
ready to work with the students. During these practice sessions they will work to craft 
questions to ask students and determine how to assess the students to know whether they 
have mastered the content or not. A major focus for Ms. Gray as she works with the teachers 
is “giving them that ability or helping them realize that they have the ability to do this.”  
 Working with PLCs is an area where Ms. Gray sees significant differences now as 
compared to before starting in this position three years ago. Previously, PLCs were 
facilitated by the principal, often with every teacher in the school together in one room. Now, 
PLCs are grade and content specific, and Ms. Gray is responsible to facilitate two different 
PLCs. The first is a K-1 ELA PLC and the second is a 2-3 ELA PLC. The groups have 
established their own norms, they review current student data, and they plan instruction 
based off that analysis. When data is reviewed, teachers compare their student data to other 
schools in the district as well as by class within the same school. As part of their review of the 
data teachers are filling “out [a] growth sheet and...[putting] pluses or minuses to see the 
area that students grew.” PLCs also have a stated focus and objective for their time together. 
For one PLC meeting agenda, the stated objective on the agenda was, “As we review and 
reflect on the 1st semester, on our students, on our data, how will we embrace change? Will 
we continue the status quo, or will we make positive changes that will bring us positive 
results?” 
During meetings with teachers, she also selects and shares inspirational quotes with 
the teachers as a way to encourage and challenge them. For example, at one meeting she 
shared a quote from the book Onward about dealing with change because the school was 
going through some major changes. She chose this because the teachers needed 
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to know that, okay, we’re in control. We can handle this change [in one of] two ways: 
we can let it drive us out of our minds, or we can take the change to see how we can 
grow from it.  
As a result of the work she has done and the restructuring of the PLCs, she feels people “feel 
more freedom during PLCs to talk” and “the things we’re talking about affect them directly.”  
Eventually during the day, she may go into a classroom and support teachers and 
students directly. This support can come in the form of working with students who are 
struggling, often by leading small reading groups. At other times Ms. Gray may be modeling 
an instructional approach with the students for teachers to observe and learn from her, this 
modeling can be both in-the-moment or it could be planned in advance. Either way, she is 
clear on her focus: to improve the learning of the students and the practice of the teacher.  
 Classroom visits are also a way for her to collect data so she can provide feedback to 
the teachers on goals they have established. These observations, with follow-up coaching, 
ideally happen at least weekly. These feedback sessions are designed to be formative in 
nature and are not evaluative. Ms. Gray stated quite plainly, 
We don’t evaluate. We go in, and we look and see how we can help and support...Just 
like a coach on a sports team. We see the play, we interact, but we can’t give you any 
kind of grade or score on it. 
When she offers feedback, it can be specific and directive, or it can be less directive and more 
thought-provoking. For example, Ms. Gray shared with one teacher,  
As you look at the academic standards when writing your lesson plans, include the 
language that’s written in the standard. In addition, provide time for students to 
practice using academic language such as turn and talks, asking and answering 
questions, and in their workstations. 
She also asked questions to help the teacher think more deeply about the lesson she was 
teaching. For example, regarding the lesson and topic of academic language, she also asked, 
“Where do you think students will hear academic and technical language?” and, “Based on 
our discussion today, what do you think your next step should be?” 
She sees the positive impact of the work she is doing both in the students and adults 
she serves. She has helped teachers reach their potential which sometimes required she 
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believe in them more than they believed in themselves. One teacher she has supported for 
three years has grown in her confidence. Where she formally would become upset when 
things did not go as planned, she now has the confidence to try new things, she has 
permission to make mistakes, and she has resources to navigate and adjust when things do 
not go as she had planned. According to Ms. Gray, “She’s an excellent teacher...and I think 
she’s believing that now.” Another teacher has become the dean of students at the school, 
and while she may not work in a classroom anymore, Ms. Gray believes "some of the skills 
we practiced, like running PLCs, and that type of thing, has just developed her to be more of 
a leader." 
 When she meets with teachers for a 1:1 coaching session she often follows the “See It, 
Name It, Do It” coaching protocol. These coaching sessions are designed to take no more 
than about 20 minutes and involve focused feedback and planning around a specific topic. 
In one session, she was coaching a teacher about differentiating her lesson. She started the 
session by naming what she saw in an earlier observation by stating, “I noticed you have 
differentiated your station work to meet the needs of all students,” and then went on to 
describe specifically how she was differentiating by using colored book bins and folders in a 
“buddy” reading station. She then asked the teacher about the impact this was having on the 
students. At one point in the conversation, she also offered an explanation and some explicit 
feedback about the use of academic language, challenging the teacher she was working with 
to not limit the use of academic language to specific parts of the lesson, reminding her that, 
“the more students hear the language the more familiar it [will] become. The ultimate goal is 
not just for the students to hear it and know it, but for it to become a part of their daily 
language.” The session closed when she asked the teacher to identify next steps and goals 
which lead to the teacher actually scripting out and practicing teaching the word “illustrate” 
to her students, with feedback and encouragement provided by Ms. Gray. Finally, the 
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teacher committed to a time frame for when she would like Ms. Gray to return to observe 
and collect data to then share with the teacher at a future coaching. 
 Ms. Gray’s day often ends about 6:00 in the evening, with much of her afternoon 
spent documenting for herself what she observed and did during the day and planning for 
how to support teachers the following day. The work she does requires her to have a clear 
understanding of the content standards the teachers are expected to teach, a mastery of 
instructional practices so she can provide feedback to teachers, and the people skills to 
facilitate and navigate the complex relationships at the school. While ideally she would work 
with and support the same teachers through the year, given the school’s high turn-over rate 
of teachers, she is often working with substitutes until full-time replacements can be secured 
when teachers leave. The ever-changing nature of her job requires her to be flexible and 
adaptive, keeping a focus on supporting teachers “to increase their will-set and their skill-
set" so they can become the best teachers they can be, thereby empowering students to 
master their learning objectives. For her, many of the leadership skills needed for navigating 
these relationships were developed over time through the training she participated in as part 
of her MCL position. Even though teachers were asking her for advice or support prior to 
even becoming an MCL, it was through the encouragement of her principal to apply for the 
position, the evidence of the positive data she had working with students, and the experience 
of relevant training in leading others that she has developed both the confidence and skillset 




CHAPTER 6: BECOMING AND BEING A TEACHER LEADER 
In this chapter, I describe Ms. Brown's work, with a particular focus on her beliefs 
about herself as a teacher leader, or her leader identity, and some of the significant 
contributing factors to those beliefs. She has been an educator for six years, with the last 
three as a teacher leader. As was the case in the previous chapter, my goal of this chapter is 
to offer examples of some of the major themes related to RQ2 which emerged from the 
analysis of the full interview data from all six teachers. This chapter provides a narrative 
description of how Ms. Brown's beliefs about herself as a leader have both influenced her 
actions and results, as well as how changes in her leader identity resulted in changes in her 
actions and subsequent results. Key themes identified here and described in more detail in 
chapter 7 include her identities as researcher and resource, as well as what sets her apart as a 
teacher leader from other positions in the school, in particularly administrators. 
Similar to Ms. Gray, Ms. Brown draws a distinction between the work of 
administrators and the work of teacher leaders when supporting teachers. Whereas 
administrators “deal with more of the documentation and paperwork of behaviors” aligned 
to working with teachers, which involves the formal evaluation process, hiring, and 
discipline of employees, teacher leaders serve as “a mentor and a coach...in a non-evaluative 
way.” In her view, while relationships are important for administrators, they “are 
the most important thing for coaches because that’s all you have to inspire the teachers.” 
Teacher leaders “work closely with curriculum, with student engagement, [and] classroom 
management” whereas administrators work more with “financing, budgeting, and 
scheduling.” At the end of the day, “the job of the administrator is to help support actionable 
steps with the teacher, whereas MCLs don’t have the same flexibility to be an enforcer.”  
 54 
Even though Ms. Brown may not be able to serve as an enforcer, she is fully invested 
in leading adults in the service of children. She specifically emphasized that everything she 
does as a teacher leader is “driven [so that] the students have a safe, loving 
environment…nothing else drives me more than that.” Rooted in and motivated by some of 
her experiences as a student, Ms. Brown seeks to help other teachers have the same passion 
and ability to meet students where they are. Her journey into teacher leadership has been 
one filled with both successes and failures, trials, struggles, and a significant amount of 
personal growth and transformation. Her own reflection, be it individually or as guided by 
her own coach, “would probably be the highest tool that I’ve used” to drive that growth.  
When she began her work as a teacher leader three years ago, she viewed leadership 
as something in which she did everything for other people. Teachers “had to be perfect” and 
it was her job to get them there, implying they were not there already. She believed that if 
teachers would have simply done what she did they would get the results she got. As a result, 
when working with teachers, she often viewed herself as the expert and the other teachers as 
her students; she was trying to make “little clones” of herself. Through her training and 
experiences observing and visiting different schools, though, she has learned "every student 
and every teacher is different." As a result, she now believes her job is to support people 
learning how they best do things and sees herself – and her teachers - differently. In her 
words,  
I thought I was the presenter, and I had to give what I have to then be received by 
others. And I think I’ve had a shift and understanding that, like, I’m bringing a small 
piece of it, and then I need everyone else in the room to create, critique, build, and 
improve what I have to then make it best for students....In every room you walk in to 
there are so many diverse experiences that I definitely don’t have.  
This transformation did not happen quickly or come easily for Ms. Brown, and it was 
the result of “a lot of raw, vulnerable conversations” and “a lot of reflection,” leading her to 
be “very responsive” and adapt how she was fulfilling her duties. In her first year she felt 
“just alone” and realized things were not going the way she wanted them to. These struggles 
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motivated her to seek out assistance on her own through books and resources on working 
with adults as well as many conversations with her coach and even asking trainers and 
facilitators at trainings for advice and support. She also asked her teachers for feedback, and 
they provided it to her in the form of exit slips and expressing what they needed. To her 
surprise, she learned that teachers did not feel the time they were spending together was 
time well spent. Being vulnerable with all these people when she would share her struggles 
allowed them to “ask me ‘Well, why do you think that you know? What could have gone 
different?’” Change came slowly as a result of “a lot of reflection...and just someone to ask 
me very challenging questions.” A significant change happened when she started viewing the 
teachers with whom she worked through a more positive lens. “Everyone’s showing up here 
in this [school] that took us all 35 minutes to get [to]. If they’re coming here every day, they 
have good intentions.”  
Viewing herself as a facilitator of and support for other teachers’ learning as well as 
viewing those teachers as capable peers who are not necessarily in need of her fixing but 
rather guidance and support, now drives how she interacts with others. She now believes 
relationships are key to how she supports teachers. “I think I assumed that others had the 
same efficacy, and that others had the same drive that I did,” she said,  
and I quickly learned that not everyone is in this profession for the same reason or 
[has] the same ‘why’...So I had to learn the relationship piece, and I really had to 
learn transparency and difficult conversations because I definitely am a people 
pleaser. I would just try to fix everything for all the teachers...I would just, like, make 
the plans and make the lesson plans and make the assessments and then I’d go in 
and teach the lesson for them. And no one was really growing, and I was continuing 
to spread myself thin...just do more work, you’ll get better results. But then when I 
had six teachers doing more work, better results did not actually transfer.  
Whereas the previous way in which she interacted with and supported teachers, that 
of coming from the standpoint of being the expert, resulted in situations where others would 
not take her advice or even spoke down to her, she now experiences teachers who are 
responsive to the guidance and support she provides. During her initial interview, Ms. 
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Brown indicated that teachers were starting to “take ownership” of the work they were 
doing, and in this second interview she provided more clarification regarding what that 
looks like. Now, teachers 
come in [and] present their observational data or anecdotal notes. Like during PLCs, 
they...just bring it to show and talk through. And then they also [are] creating 
assessments and the heavy lessons [are] more aligned to standards and working on 
work that was really more rigorous in the classroom...[meaning it was] standard 
aligned, and that the answers they were looking for were standard aligned. And so I 
saw that they were more driven to want to produce those things.  
She views her job as helping her teachers “look good” on their evaluation rubric, and 
teachers are responding to that change. “They started wanting to formulate evidence and 
create things to add to their portfolios. Like they’re building – we have conversations in my 
PLC about how are you building your best self? And how are you showcasing your best 
teaching?”  
Given her negative experiences as a student when she “didn’t feel safe or welcome or 
valued,” she is especially passionate about creating psychologically safe classroom 
environments for students. This shift in her thinking about her role has helped her transition 
from being the one responsible to solely create those safe environments for students to one 
in which she helps and empowers other teachers to develop psychologically safe classrooms. 
This past year she did “a lot of training around how to deliver consequences and how to 
build trust and repertoire with students so that consequences are feedback. And so we get 
growth mindset lessons.” As teachers have implemented these new practices, she has 
observed a change in the students and the teachers. She reports that “classroom behaviors 
are very mild compared to what they were at the beginning of the year....We have less 
students that are on behavior plans, [and] we have less students who are receiving 
consequences.” Additionally, "teachers are feeling better in the classroom now that the 
students are more accustomed to their procedures and routines.” This has resulted in 
increased teacher efficacy to the point that teachers want her to come to their classroom so 
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they and the students can “show what we know. And the kids are so excited, and [the 
teacher] wanted [me] in there.”  
Professional conversations have also been positively impacted. According to Ms. 
Brown, in her first year she was seen as an evaluator, and over the last two years she has 
worked to change that perspective by investing significant time into building community and 
using gracious space. Now, in her third year, she reports,  
I hate it for the other teams in our school because we’re so very tight and we lean on 
each other, to the point we’re making friendships and [having] very vulnerable 
conversations around students and about what’s happening in our classroom.  
Ms. Brown uses the term “gracious space” a little differently than other teachers I 
have reported on, and her adoption and implementation of the concept provides an 
illustration of her serving as both researcher and resource. She roots her use of the term in 
research she conducted around the term as used by the Center for Ethical Leadership and 
their work around the topic. Consisting of aligning the four concepts of Spirit, Setting, Invite 
the Stranger, and Learn in Public, the groups she works with have grown and become 
vulnerable with each other. The concepts have given structure and language to her PLCs to 
have vulnerable and accountable conversations.  
In PLCs, she is not the facilitator or norms keeper, rather she is one of the team 
members. Her role is to do the “meat and potatoes” of the PLC around learning. Whatever 
the group identifies as a professional development goal, Ms. Brown will plan the 
learning activities for the teachers to complete. In meetings focused more on data analysis 
she is responsible to lead the conversation. But other aspects of the meeting are led by her 
fellow teachers. The groups, together, created their own visions and norms. 
In previous years, her PLCs were "very monotonous. You sat there and the content 
was delivered, and you could take notes, or I handed out the handouts, and then we went on. 
But now it’s more collaborative....I think I’ve really been trying to practice that more."  
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One example of this transformation is illustrated by how the PLCs have created 
visions. Three years ago she created a vision for the PLCs, but it was “very verbose and 
disconnected from who I [was] as a person, who my team was.” It was simply an action she 
went through in order to check the box. “[It was] grammatical,” she says.  
It [made] me look very, like boisterous, and I submitted it, but it meant nothing to 
us...And then this year, I really tried to center on the people on my team. [So] it’s not 
my vision...I think in the previous years I was doing most of the work, and I had all 
the T’s crossed and I’s dotted, but it didn’t mean anything for the teachers.  
Another area this change in her beliefs about herself as a leader has influenced 
the results she has gotten is how she plans for and delivers professional trainings for 
teachers, both in and out of her school. Several years ago she conducted a training for other 
teachers where she shared with them "things that I [did] in my room.” But it  
wasn’t very well received. I mean, I think some people...liked the resources, but it was 
really more like it just gave them resources of what I did....[I didn’t have] an 
understanding that I was in a room with a wealth of knowledge. I thought I was the 
presenter and I had to give what I have to then be received by others.  
Now, however, trainings come from a different perspective. She works to engage with 
the teachers, and they learn together, unpacking the standards, and together 
teachers dialogue ways to improve their practice. In one recent training we reviewed she 
shared how she created a training with resources from multiple agencies to help teachers dig 
into the standards themselves.  
In all, her work has “been a challenge, but also a really rewarding opportunity.” 
Where once she saw herself as the expert who needed to replicate herself in order to reach 
more students, she now sees herself as a support for teachers to help them improve and 
become the best they can be; she has shifted her support from a mindset focusing on 
the deficiencies she saw in teachers which she had to fix to a mindset of potential she sees in 
teachers which she empowers them to reach. And, she is still driven from that same desire to 
reach every student.  
I've always had a really strong connection to why do we come to school, and what are 
you getting out of school and what’s here that’s safe for you that might not be safe for 
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you when you leave this building. And not safe as in physical safety, but emotional 
safety and the whole thing.  
That passion once fueled her desire to be the best teacher she could be, and it now drives her 
desire to help other teachers be the best they can be – not to be replicas of her, but to reach 
their fullest potential. That shift was not easy, but it has made all the difference in the world.  
Common Themes 
Both Ms. Gray and Ms. Brown highlighted several common themes around their 
conceptualizations of teacher leaders and their identities as leaders. They both spoke of the 
importance of building open, trusting relationships with their peers. They both focus on 
supporting teacher learning with a goal of improving student achievement. They both 
facilitate PLCs and also observe and provide feedback to teachers as coaches and not 
evaluators. Ms. Brown also spoke of the fulfillment she receive and the challenge she enjoyed 
in being a teacher leaders, a theme also identified by other teacher leaders. One important 
theme mentioned by Ms. Brown but not Ms. Gray was the importance and role of reflection 
on her own growth and development as a leader. In this way, they exemplify some of the 
common themes from across all the teacher leaders in this study, themes which will be 




CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS 
 The focus in this study is to provide a cross-case analysis that identifies teacher 
leaders’ identities and views of teacher leadership. While I attempt to use quotes from 
multiple teachers to demonstrate common themes, in an effort to limit the length of this 
document I sometimes include only one significant quote to represent what was said by 
multiple teachers. To avoid interrupting the flow of the findings by quantifying the number 
of teachers who spoke on any particular theme, I have also included a code distribution table 
in Appendix F. This distribution table shows the distribution of specific codes across the 
various teacher leaders.  
Structure of the Findings 
I have organized the findings into three large categories. The first two align with my 
research questions. My research questions are:  
• RQ1: How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program conceptualize 
“teacher leadership”? and 
• RQ2: How do those same teachers understand what it means to be a teacher 
leader? 
The third category, structural considerations for teacher leadership programs, is intended to 
capture information I believe can help inform the future development of effective and 
efficient systems and structures for teacher leadership programs. This categorization 
structure is illustrated in figure 7.1.  
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Figure 7.1. Themes emerging from the analysis by each research question. 
Non-examples of Teacher Leadership. 
 As has been referenced in previous chapters, other researchers have identified a lack 
of a common definition of teacher leadership in general (e.g., Cosenza, 2015; Fairman & 
Mackenzie, 2015). In my interactions with the teacher leaders in this study, and in response 
to my question about “When you think of a teacher leader, what comes to mind?” several 
teachers spoke about what teacher leaders are not. Prior to sharing some of the common 
themes teachers in this study identified as their ideas of teacher leadership, I begin by briefly 
describing some of these non-examples from my interviews with teacher leaders. Their 
intent seemed to be to provide clarity on teacher leadership by offering both examples and 
non-examples. I will follow their lead in doing the same.  
Current teacher leaders reported that teacher leadership is not about experience or 
age. Teacher leaders are not instructional coaches (IC). One distinguishing characteristic 
between ICs and teacher leaders is the scope of their work. Where ICs traditionally have 
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worked with an entire school (or even multiple schools), the teacher leaders in this study 
have, at most, five or six individuals whom they support over an extended period of time.  
In addition, it is not about evaluating other teachers, enforcing compliance, or simply 
telling others what to do. Ms. Brown stated that teacher leaders are “not doing, like, 
evaluations…or checking boxes.” At the same time, as will be reported later, other teacher 
leaders expressed a component of being a teacher leader which did involve completing 
things like walkthroughs and doing observations of teachers with feedback.  
A key difference between the way Ms. Brown explicitly stated her non-example and 
how others explicitly state their examples is related to a difference in intent. Ms. Black 
noted, “It’s not about you…it’s always about you teaching someone else.” She tries “really 
hard not…to tell people what to do, but more of [teach] them a way to do it. It’s not my way 
or the highway. [There’s] a big difference in a teacher leader and a dictator.” In Ms. Black’s 
instance, she refers to providing support and even direction by telling others how to do 
something, and yet the locus of control still lies with the other teacher. This is true of Ms. 
Brown, as well, for she closes her statement by saying, “[Teacher leaders] are more building 
and creating a culture of data-driven instruction that, then once they are removed, is still 
working.”  
In other words, teacher leaders are transforming the culture of the teachers with 
whom they work. Teacher leaders I spoke with were clear: they are not instructional coaches, 
administrators, or evaluators. They do work with teachers to improve their practice, and 
through their work they transform professional culture. 
RQ1: How Teacher Leaders Conceptualize of Teacher Leadership  
In contrast to what teacher leaders say teacher leadership is not are the themes that 
emerged of what teacher leadership is. If teacher leadership is not dictatorship, checking 
boxes, or evaluation, then what is it? In this section, I report on how teachers think about 
teacher leadership, how they act as leaders, and some of the beliefs they hold around how to 
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lead their peers. I start with over-arching purposes for teacher leadership and criteria for 
teacher leaders, then explore actions teacher leaders take as they lead, and close with some 
of the dispositions teacher leaders hold which help inform and motivate how they lead. 
 Criteria for and Purpose of Teacher Leaders. Teacher leaders in this study 
feel that not every teacher can be a teacher leader. While some teacher leaders stated the 
ability to work with adults was an important aspect of teacher leadership, they also talked 
about how teacher leaders can grow into leadership and develop leadership skills. The 
primary criteria teacher leaders identified for being a teacher leader was past and continuing 
success with students in the classroom. For example, Ms. Scarlett stated a teacher leader is 
someone “who somehow has proven success in the classroom.” Even more specifically, Ms. 
White stated, “[Teacher leaders have] been identified through those skills and talents 
because of the success that they’re having with kids.” As a follow-up to some of these 
conversations, I asked if it was possible for someone to be a considered a teacher leader if 
they had leadership skill but no evidence of positive impact with students, and the answer 
was a resounding “No.” Therefore, while leadership skills may be developed and individuals 
could grow into leadership, without evidence of success with students they would not be a 
teacher leader. 
Frequently, teacher leaders spoke about the purpose behind their work as expanding 
their influence to reach more students. Teachers spoke of working through other teachers in 
an effort to positively impact students. As stated by Ms. Green:  
We only get a set number of kids per year. Like, that impact is powerful, but I also 
think about teaching practices and professional development opportunities and all 
those other things that create a larger impact over time…I've always thought of it as 
yes, I have 100, but if I help somebody who also has 100, [and I] have 10 who have 
100, then the impact is larger. 
 
Ms. Brown spoke about replicating her success with students through other teachers, 
thereby increasing the number of students she could influence. To her, a teacher leader is 
someone who has “shown results of exceeded growth or exceeded expectations in their role 
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as teacher and is able to recreate some of their positive impact on students to then help other 
teachers.”  
 This expansion and improvement was seen as cyclical: teacher leaders try something 
which works, they teach it to other teachers, and those teachers repeat it until it becomes the 
norm. The teacher leader continually refines and innovates, creating the cycle. Ms. Black 
spoke of how “other teachers can follow behind [and grasp] new ideas.” She said, “I learn 
something [then] I teach it to somebody else so that they can make it the new normal, and 
then I can learn something else and teach somebody else and make that the new normal.”  
A further refinement around the role of expanding influence is for teacher leaders to 
“train [others] to become leaders.” Ms. White echoed this sentiment when she stated that 
teacher leaders “are given the opportunity to support other teachers to help build the 
capacity of other teachers as well.” From a slightly different perspective, Ms. Brown spoke of 
the new normal as teachers continuing to do the new work even when the teacher leader was 
gone. This “new normal,” spoken of by both Ms. Black and Ms. Brown, is an example of how 
teacher leaders are influencing more than simply the individual teachers with whom they 
work; they view their job as also influencing the culture of the school. 
Another key purpose of teacher leadership that the sample teacher leaders identified 
is maintaining a dual-focus of working simultaneously with two different groups of people: 
students and adults. Whereas leadership roles like school administrators or instructional 
coaches focus primarily on adult practice and traditional teacher roles focus solely on 
supporting students, teacher leaders are required to stand between these two foci and 
maintain them both at the same time. Ms. Green stated teacher leaders “[lead] other 
teachers [in other classrooms] as well as [students] your [own] classroom.”  
These criteria and purposes of teacher leaders are identified in Figure 7.2 
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Figure 7.2. Primary qualifying criteria & purpose of teacher leadership. 
Actions of Teacher Leaders. At a high level, teacher leaders are those who do 
more than other teachers do. One differentiation between teachers and teacher leaders, 
according to Ms. Green, is “just the level of activity” and “how much more I’m doing.” 
Leadership, according to her, is “going beyond and doing more.” It is “an additional level of 
responsibility and commitment” and “taking on extra work.” Similarly, Ms. Scarlett spoke of 
how teacher leaders “help plan extra activities” while Ms. Black said teacher leaders are 
those who take “on this extra work.”  
The ways in which they take on these extra responsibilities is varied and nuanced. I 
have clustered the actions teacher leaders take and structured them into three categories: 
leading up, which involves working primarily within the school organizational structure and 
with administration; leading laterally, which involves leading peers directly; and leading out, 
which involves leading and interacting with those outside the school itself, especially 
parents. Running through all three of these themes is a common thread in that teacher 
leaders create trust and psychological safety. To use a metaphor, creating trust and safety is 
the road on which teacher leaders travel in order to lead up, lead laterally, and lead out. Ms. 
Brown said that teacher leaders create “a positive climate for staff and students,” while Ms. 
Gray spoke of creating “gracious space during our PLCs and our data days.” The goal, she 
said, was to “build that trust in [me]” so teachers “feel safe enough to come to me and talk.” 
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In the words of Ms. White, the work of teacher leaders is done through authentic 
conversation and collaboration, something which will not happen without trust:  
We learn by conversation. And so, pushing teachers to implement [learning and 
content strategies] and be comfortable and building their knowledge and what kids 
should be able to do and know, that they feel comfortable with that discourse and the 
conversation. 
Some of the ways in which teacher leaders lead up, laterally, and out is identified in figure 
7.3 and discussed here. 
 
Figure 7.3. Ways in which teacher leaders work with other teachers to improve their 
practice. 
 Leading Up. When teachers lead up, they work hand-in-hand with school 
administration. This happens in multiple ways. First, teachers report that they partner with 
administration by serving in various leadership roles and on various leadership teams. 
Second, they advocate for teachers by filling a role as a liaison between teachers and 
administration.  
Ms. Scarlett suggested teacher leaders “work hand-in-hand with someone in admin 
or some piece of administration.” Ms. White described this partnering by sharing stories and 
artifacts of how she has assisted in creating the school calendar and schedule. Several 
teachers I spoke with also reported they serve on committees such as the school 
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improvement team or redesign team. Ms. Brown reported that teacher leaders also help 
communicate “schedules and plans and adjustments and redirections.”  
In addition to partnering with administration, they also advise administration on 
issues which impact teachers in particular and the school in general. Ms. White stated 
teacher leaders “lead across the school” and with leadership teams. Ms. Gray reported she 
provides feedback and information to administration to advise them on how things are going 
in the school, stating “the suggestions and feedback that we see in the classrooms and the 
suggestions that we provide, they usually accept them.”  
Teacher leaders also serve as a conduit for “deep, two-way communication,” 
according to Ms. Scarlett, allowing for “distilling of information from trainings” and 
“communicating general thoughts from their experience but also from others in their 
department or from the team.” Ms. White noted that teacher leaders also advocate for 
teachers, especially for the “opportunity to learn.” Where they are able to speak to teachers 
on behalf of administration and share information, they are also able to speak to 
administration on behalf of teachers, providing perspective and insight which 
administrators sometimes do not have but definitely need when making decisions. 
Leading Laterally. Teacher leaders lead their peers in multiple ways but at the 
heart of it is a desire to support, grow, and empower other teachers, sometimes even being a 
resource for them in their growth. Teacher leaders consistently used phrases such as “train 
them,” “pass it down,” or “support them” to describe their work, offering one-to-one support 
to working with small teams to facilitating professional learning for larger groups. Another 
aspect of supporting teachers was seen as both being a resource for them and providing 
research to them. Ms. White commented that, particularly in her first year, she was “just 
gaining, gaining, gaining resource, resource, resource” while Ms. Gray stated, “I’m that extra 
person who can give them the support they need.” Ms. Brown commented that a critical goal 
of her role as a teacher leader was to create “sufficient, self-sustaining” teachers. She 
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described how she was working with several teachers at her school to specifically focus on 
helping them grow in their own efficacy as a teacher.  
 Ultimately, this theme of supporting, growing, and empowering manifested itself in a 
view that a teacher leader’s work is to invest in the humans in the schools rather than 
instructional programs. Ms. White said it, perhaps most succinctly, when she stated: 
I value human capacity…[Teacher leadership] is not investing in programs, it’s 
investing in human capacity so that those people can invest in more human capacity 
around the building. And that's always our approach that we take here. We build 
humans so that we can better do our work. We don't buy programs. We build the 
capacity of those humans, so those programs aren't needed. 
 
Some of the key ways they do this are by being focused and intentional, coaching, and 
collaborating and facilitating teams.  
Being focused and intentional. At the most basic level, a primary role of teacher 
leaders is to provide focused and intentional support to other teachers. Ms. Scarlett stated a 
teacher leader is one “who facilitates things among staff members.” Ms. Black suggested 
that, as a teacher leader, “I get to work and train somebody…and help them,” and Ms. White 
pointed to her “knowledge and understanding about development” as a strength she saw in 
herself as a teacher leader who worked with adults. Additionally, while teacher leaders focus 
their support on specific individuals, their support is also focused on particular topics. Some 
of the key topics include: 
• instructional planning and delivery; 
• assessing students and analyzing data; 
• observing teachers and providing feedback; 
• addressing the social-emotional environment and classroom management.  
Each of these foci is elaborated on below. 
Several of the teachers I spoke with highlighted the work they did with other teachers 
helping them plan and deliver their lessons, including differentiating for students in their 
classes. This included co-planning of lessons as well as modeling specific strategies. Ms. 
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Gray talked about how some teachers she works with will practice delivery of a lesson with 
her so that they are ready when students come into the room. Ms. Brown stated that teacher 
leaders would be “helping with different types of implementation of instruction with 
increasing the rigor in the classroom,” while Ms. White specifically mentioned that one 
question she helps teachers answer as they plan lessons is, “How do I utilize different 
instructional strategies?” Support in this area also involves helping teachers deepen their 
understanding of content standards and grade-level objectives. In the words of Ms. Brown, 
teacher leaders should “mostly be working with curriculum standards [and] alignment.”  
Because instructional planning is most effective when it is aligned with student 
needs, these teacher leaders spend a significant portion of their time analyzing student-
learning data and preparing it for teachers so they can discuss it in either individual or team 
settings. According to Ms. Scarlett, some teacher leaders may spend “half of their 
day…devoted to data analysis.” At a higher-level, Ms. Brown suggested much of her work 
involves “building and creating a culture of data-driven instruction” in which the teachers 
are working a cycle where they collect and analyze data, use that data to inform next 
instructional steps, and then collect and analyze data to measure changes in learning. This 
cycle also involves the creation of assessments aligned to student learning objectives, and 
Ms. Brown helps to create those assessments. Ms. White stated, “we saw [data-driven 
instruction] and how [teachers] were like, ‘this is what we’ve been looking for!’ But it really 
felt like it started around three areas: analysis, assessment, and action.” She spends a 
significant part of her time helping other teachers break down the content standards to 
identify the key knowledge students need and design instruction to meet those objectives. 
As teachers learn new knowledge, develop new skills, and deepen existing knowledge 
and skills, teacher leaders take time to observe them delivering that instruction in the 
classroom and provide feedback. A distinguishing characteristic of these teacher leaders’ 
feedback data from that provided by administrators is that it is formative and is not a rating 
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on an official teacher evaluation rubric. The purpose of this feedback, according to Ms. Gray, 
is to help teachers reach their own potential, “not to turn them into mini-me’s, but give them 
feedback and pointers on where they are and how to develop.” Observations can be formal 
sit-down observations or informal walkthroughs. Ms. White stated that teacher leaders are 
“able to observe [other teachers] in small chunks of time very frequently, and then have 
frequent small meetings” where she can provide “very small, actionable, bite-sized steps.” 
While the topics of these observations and feedback is varied, several spoke about the 
work they do with other teachers around classroom management. Ms. Brown specifically 
stated that when teacher leaders help other teachers, a responsibility they have is to “[help 
them] with classroom management procedures.” She has a significant personal commitment 
to support the whole child and the social and emotional development of children. Ms. Green 
also touched on this theme of social-emotional support for students, citing it as a reason she 
was drawn to serve at her school in the first place, a school that has a special and dedicated 
focus on supporting and developing the social-emotional well-being of students.  
Collaborates with and facilitates teams of teachers. Teacher leaders I interviewed 
collaborate. Ms. Black described a teacher leader as a “team player.” Ms. White reiterated 
this when she stated that a teacher leader is someone who “can bring another group of 
teachers to the table” for professional learning, collaboration, and decision making. Ms. Gray 
said teacher leaders are those who are “able to lead a team of teachers and grow them to 
become the best they can be.” Collaboration involves give and take; Ms. Gray stated a 
teacher leader is “a person who listens.” By listening, creating trust, and working with 
teachers, teacher leaders are able to “have difficult conversations” with teachers and know 
how to “address teachers when there are problems.” 
Leading Out. While teacher leaders work with administrators and peers, they also 
work with the community at large, with the ultimate purpose of supporting student learning. 
Teacher leaders “coordinate efforts with communication,” (Ms. Scarlett) and serve as a 
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“connection between families, staff, students, across grade levels, across classrooms” (Ms. 
Brown). They “[lead] within [the] community” (Ms. White). Ms. Gray asserted that “parents 
look at us, they’ll come to us, even when they have difficulties with teachers and things, they 
come to us” because they believe the teacher leader can and will help them. These 
relationships are rooted in a love the teacher leaders have for the school and community. Ms. 
Gray believes “our school and our teachers can only grow based on the relationships they 
form at their school.” In other words, relationships between teachers, parents, students, and 
others in the school are the foundation upon which learning happens or does not happen, 
and teacher leaders are a key aspect of creating that community. This theme was particularly 
relevant in light of Moorosi’s (2014) observation that one level of leadership was “collective” 
which involved leading “out there.” 
Dispositions of Teacher Leaders. The actions teacher leaders took often seemed 
rooted in particular dispositions. As I did not originally set out to explore dispositions, I 
should define what I mean by the term and why I chose to use it. In my analysis, three 
particular themes emerged which seemed to me larger than specific behaviors but not quite 
to the level of identity; they were not beliefs teachers had about their work and themselves, 
nor were they specific actions teachers took. I initially broadly identified these as (1) 
flexibility, (2) feeling both responsible and accountable for the work they do, and (3) the 
need to have an open mind and a willingness to serve.  
These dispositions to behave in particular ways in particular circumstances 
contributed to the ways in which teacher leaders performed the actions described above 
while also being distinct from their actions. Whereas collaborating is something teacher 
leaders do, one reason they collaborate is because they feel responsible and accountable to 
make that collaboration happen and they have a commitment to student learning. Costa and 
Kallick (2014) offered 16 mental dispositions, or what they termed “Habits of Mind,” for 
educators and students to use in their work. They defined dispositions as having multiple 
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key characteristics and suggested that “when confronted with problematic 
situations…dispositions serve as an internal compass” (p. 10). One of the characteristics they 
identified when summarizing the research on dispositions which are relevant to this study 
was that they are “attitudes or inclinations that describe the likelihood, not the certainty, 
that effective actions will be taken when confronted with problematic situations” (p. 10). 
These two characteristics seemed to align with the themes I noticed in my analysis, and so 
here I offer three themes, aligned specifically to some of the 16 mental dispositions identified 
by Costa and Kallick. 
Thinking Flexibly. The first disposition I will identify is that of thinking flexibly 
and adaptively. Simply stated, Costa and Kallick (2014) define this disposition by writing, 
“Leaders are adaptable” (p. 142). The teacher leaders in this study spoke of how their roles 
required them to work with different people doing different things at different times. Ms. 
Green described it as “fitting into a bunch of roles for several teachers” while Ms. Gray stated 
that “you have to wear many hats.” In a sense, teacher leaders are required to be all things to 
all people. Ms. Gray spoke about how, when coaching, the topic “could be related to their 
teaching, or it can be related to something personal,” so she has to be both “their coach [and] 
their friend” at any given moment, determined by the needs of the person. Ms. Black spoke 
of “balance” to describe the navigation of these different roles and responsibilities. Based on 
these comments, these teacher leaders had to consider how to best support the teachers with 
whom they worked, which required them to think about who they needed to be in a given 
situation (more will be shared on these identities in the next section). 
Taking Responsible Risks. Being a teacher leader involves taking risks, and that 
sense of taking risks is balanced by a sense of responsibility. The teacher leaders I 
interviewed have a deep sense of internal responsibility to the students and teachers with 
whom they work to ensure students and teachers are meeting expectations, and that they 
themselves are being supportive and meeting the needs of the teachers they serve.  
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They also have a corresponding sense of external accountability to administrators to 
lead well, resulting in the improved performance of those they serve. Ms. Black specifically 
identified this sense of accountability as a key turning point in her progression in viewing 
herself as a leader in the first place. “When I was given this role of actually having someone 
under me, and being held accountable to that, I think that’s when I really realized, okay, I am 
being a leader.” Ms. Scarlett referred to teacher leadership as requiring “a certain amount of 
responsibility.” In the words of Ms. Brown, “As a teacher leader, I think it’s important to 
have that accountability.”  
As part of this sense of responsibility and accountability they also had to engage in 
what some would consider risky behavior: providing feedback to peers, making decisions 
regarding the direction of a PLC, or entering into professional relationships with their peers. 
In essence, if they failed, they risked damaging peer relationships, offending peers when they 
provided feedback or coaching, or even spreading themselves too thin by working with more 
students. On the flip side, by not changing how they worked they risked maintaining the 
status quo. So they displayed a disposition to take responsible risks, risks supported by the 
system, their administrators, and their peers, in an effort to improve the learning 
environment for students. 
Remaining Open to Continuous Learning. Being a teacher leader involves 
trying new things and leading change, something which requires learning. Costa and Kallick 
(2014) wrote, “Leaders are questioners and problem posers. They have a need to discover 
and a need to test ideas. They regard problems as opportunities to grow and learn. They are 
more likely to ask than to tell” (p. 143). Similarly, teacher leaders needed to be open-minded 
and willing to take initiative, to learn new ways to interact with others, and to research and 
refine strategies to reach all students. Ms. Green spoke of a teacher leader as “someone 
who’s stepping up and has made it clear that they’re willing to take more ownership than 
their peers.” Ms. Black spoke of stepping “out of our comfort zones” and “being willing to 
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start new things…to grab an idea and run with it.” Ms. Brown stated teacher leaders are 
people who “[are] willing to help and jump all in…doing things that may be uncomfortable 
or cause discomfort in the school,” even challenging the status quo. Yet, the way in which 
these teachers spoke about their open-mindedness and willingness was always with the 
motivation to help both other teachers and the students they served. They spoke of being 
willing to do “whatever it takes” to ensure other teachers’ and students’ success, and they 
also spoke of how they had to often learn and develop new skills and mind-sets in order to 
effectively meet the needs of those they were serving.  
RQ2: Identities of Teacher Leaders 
As argued in chapter 2, the ways teacher leaders behave and the roles they assume 
are rooted in how they see themselves as leaders. Based on the interviews I conducted, these 
identities are multiple, fluid, and complex. The two obvious identities already discussed 
throughout this chapter are those of classroom teacher and leader of adults. In this section, I 
will focus on three additional identities which emerged over the course of my data analysis.  
In categorizing these identities, I looked specifically at how teachers spoke about 
themselves. For example, when their words or phrases seemed more external, subjective, 
and action-oriented, I included the themes in “actions teacher leaders take.” They spoke of 
the themes identified here, however, differently. The way they talked about these concepts 
suggested they were deeper and part of who they were and who they saw themselves to be. 
For example, Ms. Black said leadership “was just kind of like who I was,” while Ms. Scarlett 
used terms such as, “I owned that” or “I’ve internalized that [idea of being a teacher leader].”  
Some themes were easy to identify while others were more difficult. For example, Ms. 
White stated, “I’m a learner, too,” and when asked “How important is that idea of being a 
learner to being an effective leader?” Ms. Black responded, “It’s huge.” But where “learner” 
seemed obvious, other themes, like “coach,” seemed more ambiguous. Teachers talked about 
both coaching as an action and being a coach as an identity, and I initially struggled to 
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categorize them. The decision became more simple, however, when I returned to the 
definition of identity established in chapter 1: Identity is “the way a person understands and 
views himself” (Horn, Nolen, Ward, & Campbell, 2008, p. 62), and “teacher leader” identity 
is, “The belief a teacher has about who they are and what they perceive their work to be” 
(Prytula & Weiman, 2012, p. 14). While reviewing the data, I asked myself, “Is the theme in 
question simply something a teacher does, or does it connect to a belief they have about who 
they are in a given situation?” For example, while coaching was certainly an action teacher 
leaders performed, they seemed to operate in the role of a coach rather than the role of an 
authoritarian out of a desire to support the development of other teachers rather than telling 
others what to do. Three identity themes are illustrated in figure 7.4. 
 
Figure 7.4. The identities teacher leaders hold. 
Coach. One significant identity teachers took on was “coach.” Ms. Gray spoke 
succinctly about this role when she stated that a teacher leader is “a person who coaches.” 
These coachings are designed to help teachers reflect on their growth and can also involve 
modeling and helping teachers plan. Ms. Brown provided a video of her coaching another 
teacher while Ms. Gray shared a transcript from a coaching session. Both examples make it 
clear that coaching is focused on what the teacher is doing to impact student learning, with 
the teacher leader asking questions to both reflect on the teacher’s work and plan for future 
work. Coaching can be pre-planned or spontaneous. In the words of Ms. Gray,  
Maybe I can just ask them, ‘Do you mind if we do it a different way?’ I can then 
model something that they’re doing that the children may not have gotten. I may ask, 
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‘Can I take three of these children – they don’t seem to get it – can I work with them 
separately?’  
Ms. Brown described the coaching process as one in which she visits classrooms on a 
weekly basis, in part to gather data around instructional strategies and other initiatives on 
which the school is focused. This data is then regularly shared with the teacher in a 1:1 
coaching session focused on the progress the teacher is making toward their professional 
goal. Feedback can be directive or questions can be asked to help the teacher think more 
deeply on the topic at hand. The sessions always end with a plan for implementation and 
follow-up.  
Resource. A second belief these teacher leaders had about who they needed to be 
was that of a resource. While, on one hand, teacher leaders cannot always be expected to be 
content experts, as Ms. White mentioned, they do serve as content and instructional 
resources at times for specific content areas. Ms. White, being a secondary math teacher, 
also said teacher leaders “have a knowledge set that maybe others don’t have,” and Ms. Gray, 
having a special focus on elementary reading instruction, spoke of how teacher leaders 
“know their content,” which empowers them to “look at standards to make sure our lesson 
plans are [aligned].” Being a content resource can be something teacher leaders come into a 
position with, as when Ms. Black stated teacher leaders have “lots of knowledge” and Ms. 
Brown spoke of teacher leaders as being “disciplined in their practice of teaching.”  
Researcher. More than any other identity, teacher leaders spoke about the need to 
be a researcher in order to be successful. While the teachers in this study never used the 
term “researcher” to describe the belief they had about themselves, they often used the term 
“learner.” For example, Ms. White stated, “I’m feel like I’m a learner and a leader.” 
Continuing on, she stated, 
A lot of times leaders are looked to as being an expert. But I also know we don't know 
everything. We can be - we just can’t absorb that. So you have to be willing as a leader 
to be humble and say to the people you're working with, ‘You know what? I don't 
know the answer to that. But I'm going to go find that answer because my job is to 
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best support you, and I support you by finding that answer and helping provide that 
answer to you.’ 
I chose the term “researcher” rather than “learner” in large part to best explain the 
complementarity of resource and learner. Researchers are typically experts in their fields, 
highly knowledgeable and skilled, and, at the same time, are continually pushing the 
boundaries of what is known to deepen their own knowledge and skill and share it with 
others. In fact, the teacher leaders in this study spoke of learning as much for themselves as 
they were for the teachers they supported. The identity as a “resource” is one which teachers 
can view as a criterion for being a teacher leader in the first place and one into which teacher 
leaders continue to grow as they research. Ms. White, as quoted above, described being a 
learner and, in the same statement, said: 
Also, you know, as a leader, my main job is to make sure that the teachers in this 
building are implementing practices that are going to have the most impact on 
student learning and student outcomes. And when that's not happening, I have 
to research it, I have to figure out ‘this is what we're doing, why isn't it working? 
What's going to be the best solution?’ And if I don't view it that way, and I'm not 
actively looking for and trying to figure it out, then we're just going to stay where 
we've always been and not have the outcomes that we want for kids. 
Teacher leaders spoke so much about this commitment to learning and researching that I 
often asked the follow-up question, “How important is that idea of being a learner 
to being an effective leader?” Ms. Black responded, “It’s huge,” and Ms. Brown identified it 
as a primary reason she even applied to be a teacher leader in the first place and a critical 
component in her feeling like a teacher leader: 
Becoming [an EIT and then an MCL]…allowed me to get continued professional 
development throughout the year, which is something that would not be offered to 
me as a classroom teacher…I felt like it was like refreshing. It allowed me to grow and 
rejuvenate my practices and it helped with burn out a lot….Our district allows us to 
have instructional coaching seminars and allows us to go to other districts or go to 
other trainings, which really helps to gather the wealth of knowledge across the field 
of education. And so that helps. Probably that's the most beneficial thing that helps 
me feel like a teacher leader. 
Regarding how being a learner contributed to the actions they took, Ms. Gray stated the 
district’s training program “gave me a lot of help with establishing [my] role.”  
 78 
Teachers also spoke about foci of their learning. From how to conduct and facilitate 
PLCs (Ms. Gray) to how to skillfully confront others and hold them accountable (Ms. Brown) 
to learning more deeply about the curriculum (Ms. White), they found that the learning was 
impactful. Ms. Brown summarized it perhaps more clearly than anyone else when she stated,  
[What was] most beneficial to myself as a teacher leader was the training around 
coaching adults and mindsets and then like teacher efficacy….If I had not had the 
training to go along with working with individuals and building highly effective 
teams, all of the things I could have brought as a teacher leader would have never 
been received in a way that was meaningful. 
 In addition to specific topics of research teacher leaders identified, they also reported 
on the process of research they undertook. The teachers were both motivated to research, 
seeking out additional learning on their own beyond what was offered and required by the 
district and taking initiative to drive that learning. Most participated in the district’s new 
leaders academy, an experience every teacher who mentioned it reported was instrumental 
in preparing them to lead. Ms. Brown spoke about books she read over the summer on 
coaching, while Ms. White shared her passion to better understand the science of learning 
and how she was constantly researching and growing in that knowledge on her own. Several 
teachers commented on the importance of the external coach they worked with to guide their 
own development as leaders as they guided others. For some teacher leaders, the coach was 
a district coach, for others an out-of-district coach, and for some it was another teacher 
leader who was tasked with leading them. Ms. Black summarized this relationship when she 
stated,  
It’s always about you teaching someone else and someone else teaching you….You 
can’t be a leader without having somebody leading you and constantly learning 
from…. I can’t pour out but so much if I’m not being poured into. I mean, you know, I 
remember many times that I just get so caught up in myself and I’m trying to pour 
into all these students, and I realize I’m drained. 
For many of the teacher leaders this identity as researcher was not something which 
happened after they became teacher leaders but was something they reported had always 
been there. When Ms. White shared about the first time she started to see herself as a leader, 
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it was a result of district leaders seeing her teach differently in only her second year of 
teaching. “I was researching curriculum,” she stated,” and spending the time to truly 
understand it. I just thought that’s what people did, but it wasn’t what was happening.” 
Structural Considerations Enabling Teacher Leaders 
 I began this chapter sharing non-examples of teacher leadership and then explored 
the ways in which teacher leaders conceptualize “teacher leadership” and also how they view 
themselves as leaders, two themes aligned to my research questions. Another goal of this 
study, as identified in chapter 1, is to inform the future development of effective and efficient 
systems and structures to develop teacher leaders in PreK-12 systems. Consequently, I have 
identified some themes which emerged around the motivations teachers had to become 
teacher leaders, the supports they experienced which contributed to their success, some of 
the benefits they received from being a teacher leader, and the impacts they witnessed as a 
result of their work. These themes are reported in an effort to inform and guide the 
development of teacher leadership systems from a district perspective and could also inform 
the development of teacher leadership preparation programs in academia. 
Motivations of Teacher Leaders. When I probed during the interviews for 
reasons individuals chose to apply for and pursue the leadership positions, their answers 
were quite consistent. As one might expect, career advancement and pay were two themes of 
which teachers spoke. Additionally, they reported being a teacher leader fulfilled internal 
needs and desires for challenge, personal fulfillment, and rejuvenation.  
Career Advancement and Pay. Teacher leadership in this district has provided 
both extra financial incentives for teachers to remain in the classroom as well as a vision for 
teaching being a career in which teachers can continue to advance and grow. Ms. Black 
reported that, prior to the implementation of these teacher leader roles, “there just wasn’t a 
lot of [opportunities for professional] growth in our school.” Ms. Scarlett reaffirmed this 
sentiment when she stated, “I have a friend who was thinking about quitting teaching, but 
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then she was like, ‘Actually, I think I want to be an MCL because I think I’d enjoy coaching 
and I'm not totally ready to leave the classroom.’” Several teacher leaders also spoke of their 
passion to work with students as a reason they did not pursue traditional leadership roles 
such as administrator or coach, while they also possessed a desire to work with adults at 
some level. Ms. White reported: 
So my passion has always been curriculum and instruction and teaching teachers to 
be more effective in their practice….with this role I can do those things that I love 
with curriculum and coaching teachers..but not the one that's always having to put 
out the fires. 
Reponses as to the importance of increased pay were mixed among the teacher 
leaders. While Ms. Scarlett and Ms. Black reported that the pay was not necessary and they 
were not serving as teacher leaders for the money, Ms. Brown stated, “I did not want to 
become a principal, but I did want a pay increase.” This last statement illustrates the 
connection between these two concepts of pay and career advancement: Teachers want to 
advance in their careers, and some want to earn extra money, but they do not want to leave 
the classroom. Teacher leadership seems to provide a path forward where both desires can 
be met. 
Challenge. An extension of the theme of career advancement is that of a new 
challenge, a significant theme identified by the teacher leaders as a reason they chose to 
pursue the positions they had. While willingness to take on a new challenge was certainly a 
requirement of being successful in the position, the desire to take on a new challenge was a 
motivating factor in serving in the position. Ms. Black, in particular, spoke repeatedly about 
the desire to “try something new.” Teacher leadership, to her, “sound[ed] like something 
that was going to be a challenge for me” which was a reason she pursued it. 
Personal Fulfillment and Rejuvenation. Taking on the challenge, Ms. Black 
reported, also resulted in a professional rejuvenation. “I had almost lost my desire to teach,” 
she stated, “because I had been [teaching the same grade] for three years. And I know that 
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doesn’t sound like a lot of time, but it was the same thing every day.” Rejuvenation and 
fulfillment were common across most of the teachers with whom I spoke. Ms. Brown stated, 
“[Being a teacher leader] was refreshing. It allowed me to grow and rejuvenate my practice, 
and it helped with burn out a lot.” Ms. Green stated, “I just want to do this thing because it 
seems like it appears to be a need. And so because there appears to be a need, [and] I feel 
capable, I’ll fill it.” Ms. Black spoke about how she enjoyed training and modeling for others, 
and that she had become “stagnant.” Finally, Ms. White spoke of her passion for working 
with others and that being a teacher leader was fulfilling her passion: “My passion has 
always been curriculum and instruction and teaching teachers to be more effective in their 
practice…[W]ith this role…I can do those things.” 
Respected by Others. Teacher leaders spoke of the respect they felt by being a 
teacher leader. In a sense, respect often came before starting a teacher-leader position, as in 
the case of Ms. Scarlett who stated she did not consider herself a leader until “my 
administrator suggested I could be good for that.” Respect also came from the teachers the 
leader was seeking to influence. Ms. White stated that teachers “want to hear and learn 
from” teacher leaders, and for her personally, she feels “like teachers do value my input.” 
This theme confirmed Gee’s (2000) argument that leadership is as much affirmed by the 
follower as it is the leader’s own identity. In the words of Ms. White, “If they aren’t able to 
have impact on others, other people don’t respect them and see them as leaders and name 
them as leaders, then are they truly a leader?”  
Supports Needed by Teacher Leaders. Teacher leaders spoke of ways they were 
well supported, and all the teacher leaders consistently spoke of support as critical to their 
success. When I probed about these supports, they fell primarily into three categories: 
support by administrators and other leaders, support by their peers (many of whom they 
were leading), and support by the system itself. These supports are summarized here. 
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Support by Administrators. Teacher leaders spoke of the trust their 
administrators and other leaders had in them. This trust displayed itself in the fact that 
teacher leaders were trusted to make decisions and provide feedback and perspective to the 
administrator. In addition, administrators relied on the teacher leader in areas the teacher 
leader exhibited strength. Ms. Scarlett stated, “I feel like I can have really hard conversations 
and he’s going to hear me out. And he’s also going to be honest back.” She also reported that 
she always has her principal’s support, “so anything I need I can ask her for…she’s going to 
find a way to support me and give me what I need.” Ms. Green said she “felt like my 
administrators trusted me to do things.” For Ms. White, she knows her administrator 
supports her because he is aware of her strengths and passions and “he wants that passion 
to, you know, constantly be flared.” 
Support by Peers. Teacher leaders also felt they were supported by their 
colleagues and peers, many of whom they were leading. Ms. Black specifically mentioned the 
team of teachers she works with regularly: “I have my phenomenal [content] team. They 
support me with the [content] piece of things.” Ms. Scarlett indicated her peers are able to 
help her “have a better work-life balance.” This support of peers reinforces the importance of 
teacher leaders feeling respected and validated by those whom they lead, as described earlier 
in the section on identity. 
Support by the System. Finally, the teacher leaders acknowledged they could not 
be successful without structural changes and supports put in place which allowed them to do 
their work. As described earlier, every school with one of these positions underwent a full 
year of school redesign, planning, and training to prepare the staff for the positions as well 
as to make structural changes where needed. These structural changes included items such 
as schedule changes, teaming changes, and structuring time during the day for collaboration. 
Ms. Scarlett specifically mentioned how the school where she worked “changed the structure 
of our school day a lot” in an effort to align and support the work of the teacher leaders at the 
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school. Structural changes in Ms. Black’s school allowed her to feel “there’s always somebody 
supporting me and [giving] me what I need so that I’m able to better myself.” In addition to 
school-level supports put in place, the teachers also spoke of the importance of professional 
learning. As that was discussed in great detail under the heading of the learner identity, I 
only mention it here in passing to identify it as a critical system support. 
Benefits for Teacher Leaders. Teacher leaders I spoke with were very excited to 
share how they had benefited professionally by being a teacher leader. While the previous 
two chapters describe specific benefits experienced by Ms. Gray and Ms. Brown, one 
common benefit identified by multiple teacher leaders was that of an expanded perspective 
about the school itself as well as teaching in general. Teachers I spoke with often felt isolated 
and siloed but, in their new position, they were able to have a broader perspective of what 
was going on both in the school and other classrooms. Ms. Gray summed it up when she said 
that, “When you’re a classroom teacher, you seem to be just isolated in your own little 
world.” Serving as a teacher leader helped her realize there was “so much more to see within 
the school, that it’s just an eye opener. Really, it really is. You just see things through a 
different lens…[You see] the big picture.”  
Impacts of Teacher Leaders. In addition to the impacts serving as a teacher 
leader had on them personally, teacher leaders also spoke of the impact it had on other 
teachers and students in the school. the teacher leaders spoke of changes they saw in the 
teachers they supported. One of the most important impacts teacher leaders reported, 
particularly aligned with the goal of helping teachers improve their practice, were changes in 
how other teachers taught as a result of working with a teacher leader. Ms. Black mentioned 
that she can “really see that [the other teacher] is changing her way of teaching because of 
something I offered to her,” while Ms. White commented she “was able to spark 
[conversations around learning] and facilitate it and draw their interest to be able to think 
deeply about what they’re teaching and how they’re teaching it.” Ms. Gray said it most 
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simply, that the teachers she has worked with “learned from me.” When asked what, 
specifically, had been learned as a result of working with her, she described how one teacher 
had grown in her motivation and confidence to the point she was leading others as Ms. Gray 
had led her. 
Teacher leaders believe this work has also translated directly into measurable gains 
in student learning. According to Ms. Gray, test scores of the students in classrooms she has 
worked in have increased. Similarly, Ms. White stated, “What we’re teaching kids has 
changed, as well as how we’re teaching kids has changed,” which resulted in the student 
scores for the entire department she works with exceeding growth, the only department in 
the school to demonstrate that degree of change. Both of these impacts suggest teacher 
leaders are finding value and alignment between the results they are seeing and the initial 
conceptualization they have for teacher leadership in general. These final themes of 
motivations, supports, benefits, and impacts are illustrated in figure 7.5. 
 
Figure 7.5. Impacts, needs, desires, and supports required for the success of teacher leaders. 
Conclusion 
Findings in this study have been clustered to align with my two research questions 
and also with my goal to inform the development of teacher-leader programs in the future. 
The teacher leaders involved in this study desire to expand their impact on students by 
working with both students and other teachers. They have mental dispositions enabling 
them to be flexible, responsible, accountable, open-minded, and willing, and they serve as 
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researchers, resources, and coaches for those whom they lead. These dispositions and 
identities drive their work, which involves influencing up, laterally, and out. They partner 
with administrators, provide focused and intentional supports to teachers, collaborate and 
facilitate teams of teachers, and foster relationships with the community at large, all through 
creating trust and psychological safety. Their goal is to improve instructional practice of 
teachers in an effort to positively impact student learning. The teacher leaders in this study 
reported they felt personal fulfillment and rejuvenation as a result of their work, as well as a 
broadened perspective around how schools operate. They desired career advancement and 
increased pay, as well as personal challenge. The support of administrators, peers, and the 




Figure 7.6. Pulling together all the themes as identified by teacher leaders in this study.  
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CHAPTER 8:  DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS 
Over 15 years ago, York-Barr and Duke (2004) observed that one of the complexities 
surrounding research on teacher leadership has been difficulty in defining the term. While 
several scholars have offered definitions of teacher leadership, a common, agreed-upon 
definition has yet to emerge (Cooper et al., 2016; Cosenza, 2015; Fairman & Mackenzie, 
2015; Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). In an attempt to contribute to 
our current understanding around teacher leadership, as well as to inform the future 
development of effective leadership programs in PreK-12 school systems, I have explored 
how current teacher leaders conceptualize “teacher leadership” and how they view their role 
as leaders. My two research questions were:  
• RQ1: How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program 
conceptualize “teacher leadership”? and 
• RQ2: How do those same teachers understand what it means to be a teacher 
leader? 
In the previous chapters, I described how I conducted a multi-case case study, verified the 
data with the participants, and provided two brief case studies to illustrate in more depth the 
common themes identified in the findings. In this chapter, I discuss and synthesize my 
findings, offer some conclusions, identify limitations to the study, and make 
recommendations for future research. 
Discussion and Synthesis  
The teacher leaders involved in this study spoke about how they conceptualized of 
teacher leadership, how they viewed themselves as leaders, and structural considerations for 
teacher leadership programs. The findings are discussed and synthesized here aligned to 
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these four areas. I will also make connections back to existing research as described in 
chapter 2 and offer ideas for extending that research. 
RQ1: How Teacher Leaders Conceptualize Teacher Leadership. When 
teacher leaders involved in this study think about teacher leadership, they think of it as one 
teacher helping another in an effort to improve teacher practice with the goal of positively 
impacting student learning. In the words of Ms. White: “My main job is to make sure that 
the teachers in this building are implementing practices that are going to have the most 
impact on student learning and student outcomes.” Even more succinctly, Ms. Gray stated, 
“The other teachers at our school are great teachers. My job is to help them become better.” 
She spoke specifically of being responsible for over 170 students, a number that, while it 
might be common in secondary schools is unheard of in an elementary setting. In order to 
reach all these students she needs to do it “through and by my teachers.” 
These teacher leaders clearly think of teacher leadership as having the primary over-
arching purpose of improving other teachers’ instructional practice in an effort to improve 
student learning. A critical component of teacher leaders in contrast to those in other 
leadership positions such as instructional coaches or school administrators is that teacher 
leaders work directly with students and also work with teachers. Although the small sample 
here precludes generalizations, the consistency of these teacher leaders’ conceptualizations 
seems to challenge Cosenza’s (2015) finding that no common definition of the term “teacher 
leader” emerged from the teachers he interviewed and Fairman and Mackenzie’s (2015) 
research in which the teacher leaders they interviewed did not hold a common definition of 
teacher leadership. The teacher leaders I interviewed had a clear, shared conceptualization 
of teacher leaders. 
On the other hand, much of what I discovered around conceptualizations of teacher 
leadership aligned closely with both York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) and Wenner and 
Campbell’s (2007) suggestions. York-Barr and Duke (2004) defined teacher leadership as 
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“the process whereby teachers, individually or collectively, influence their colleagues, 
principals, and other members of school communities to improve teaching and learning 
practices with the aim of increased student learning and achievement” (p. 287-288). 
Similarly, Wenner and Campbell’s research (2017) suggested that teacher leaders are 
“teachers who maintain K–12 classroom-based teaching responsibilities, while also taking 
on leadership responsibilities outside of the classroom” (p. 138). The teacher leaders in this 
study suggested there was a distinct advantage they held over other leadership roles, such as 
an IC or administrator. Because these teacher leaders worked directly with students and 
adults, they were closer to the students and could provide more focused and targeted 
support to meet the diverse and unique needs of the teachers and students with whom they 
worked. Ms. White specifically stated that because ICs were “spread so thin they can't have 
the impact that you would hope to see.”  
In line with York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) suggestion that teacher leaders work with 
teachers in an effort to increase student learning, teacher leaders in this study clearly saw 
the goal of the program as teachers empowering their peers in an effort to ensure 
instructional excellence and improve student learning. While there were multiple ways in 
which they went about accomplishing this goal, at the heart of the work was collaboration, 
both in 1:1 situations by coaching and providing feedback and in group situations such as 
facilitating PLCs, data analysis, or group discussions. This over-arching theme of 
collaboration was consistent with Yeager and Callahan’s (2016) argument that the growing 
interest in teacher leadership is a result of an increased need for collaboration. As was 
highlighted in the chapter on Ms. Gray, her school had been engaged in the work of PLCs 
prior to her moving into the role, but after she began serving as a teacher leader, she helped 
bring more focus to the PLCs involving teachers she worked with. Whereas collaboration was 
needed and desired prior to her work as an MCL, it also was limited in its effectiveness. 
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Where others found inconsistency between how teacher leadership was defined, I 
discovered a clearer and consistent concept of teacher leadership. The teacher leaders in this 
study “lead up” by working with administrators, they “lead laterally” by working with peers, 
and they “lead out by” working with the community. While working with their peers, the 
teacher leaders had several foci, including working with others to improve the instructional 
planning and delivery in their classroom, assessing and analyzing student data, and 
observing teachers and providing feedback. The actions they took to support other teachers 
develop in these areas included engaging in 1:1 coaching conversations and facilitating teams 
to work together.  
I offer, then, a definition in response to RQ1 and to York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) 
question, “How is teacher leadership defined?” Considering the data collected from these 
teachers, teacher leaders are classroom teachers who continue teaching while also working 
with adults to improve instructional practice with the goal of improving student learning. 
This definition offers a refinement of both York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) and Wenner and 
Campbell’s (2017) definitions by simplifying and shortening the former and clearly 
identifying the goal of teacher leaders in working with others outside their own classroom in 
the latter.  
Another question asked by York-Barr and Duke (2004) was, “What do teacher 
leaders do?” Wenner and Campbell (2017) reworded this question slightly for their research, 
broadening it to, “How is teacher leadership defined and what are the constructs/elements 
of teacher leadership within these conceptualizations?” As I have described, the actions 
teacher leaders take are varied, but the primary focus is still improving teacher practice in an 
effort to improve student learning. Teachers talked about this goal in different ways, from 
supporting, training, or empowering teachers, to expanding their own impact on student 
learning, to a clear, dual focus on students and adults. Yet, regardless of how teachers talked 
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about teacher leadership, the underlying concept was always improving teacher practice 
with a goal of positively impacting student learning. 
RQ2: Teacher Leader Identity. The focus on improving student learning by 
improving the practice of colleagues drives the need to more closely examine and think 
about leader identity. Teachers in this study saw themselves as researchers, coaches, and 
resources, and those identities informed the actions they took. While the teacher leaders I 
interviewed had a common conceptualization of teacher leadership (RQ1), they held multiple 
identities (RQ2), and they adapted their behaviors to support themselves in the moment for 
the task at hand. Wenger (1988) argued, “Identity is not some primordial core of personality 
that already exists. Nor is it something we acquire at some point in the same way that, at a 
certain age, we grow a set of permanent teeth” (p. 154).  
Teachers in this study viewed themselves in multiple ways and with multiple 
identities. Faircloth (2014) suggested identity is “negotiated, fluid, and multiple, rather than 
achieved, unitary, or consistent” (p. 187), and that is what I observed in these teacher leaders 
who saw themselves as coaches, resources, and researchers. It was also consistent with the 
conceptualizations of Gee (2000), Illeris (2014), and Lord and Hall (2005). Specifically, the 
identities these teachers held as coaches, resources, and researchers align with the identity 
types theorized by Gee (2000). Gee argued “institutional identity” comes about as a result of 
the position one holds, while “discourse identity” develops out of the interactions one has 
with others, and “affinity identity” is rooted in shared experiences. Teachers in this study 
certainly perceived their role as leaders in large part as a result of their formal position. In 
that sense, leader was an institutional identity. But the identities of coach, researcher, and 
resource were much more connected to the relationships the teachers had with others and 
their shared experiences. For example, teacher leaders spoke of how they took on the role of 
researcher and resource as a result of gaps in other teachers’ understanding. As a result, they 
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would research topics and, then, work with their peers to help them learn about them and 
improve.  
 Similarly, Illeris (2014) conceptualized multiple layers of identity, in addition to 
specific “part identities” in relation to specific contexts. While some teacher leaders spoke 
generally of leadership as part of who they were (core identity), most spoke of it in ways 
which suggested leadership was contextualized by their professional work in the school. Ms. 
Brown grew into her identity as a coach, but that identity was specific to how she interacted 
with and supported her teachers. Even more specifically, Lord and Hall (2005) suggested 
three types of identities related specifically to leader identity: individual, or how one views 
oneself as a leader; relational, or how one views oneself in relation to others; and collective, 
or how one views oneself within a group. The identity of resource and coach could be 
categorized as “relational” identities, and that of researcher could be considered an 
individual identity. The presence of multiple identities also confirms Faircloth’s (2014) 
arguments that identities are “negotiated, fluid, and multiple” (p. 187) as well as constructed 
over time as individuals continually negotiate their relationship with others.  
The case study of Ms. Brown provided a clear illustration of how one teacher leader 
continually negotiated her relationship with others. Where she originally viewed leadership 
as primarily being an expert who told others what to do, she came to see leadership as 
something else entirely. This progression was consistent with the progression observed by 
Komives and her colleagues (Komives et al., 2009; Komives, Longerbeam, Owen, Mainella, 
& Osteen, 2006; Komives, Owen, Longerbeam, Mainella, & Osteen, 2005). They observed 
that the college students they worked with modified their beliefs about leaders to one in 
which a leader facilitates people working together rather than one person doing it all, a 
progression Ms. Brown also described. Young, O’Doherty, Gooden, and Goodnow (2001) 
described a transition of students who moved from “leader-in-solitude” to “leader-driven” all 
the way to leaders working alongside others. Again, Ms. Brown’s transformation mirrored 
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this progression. She spoke of progressing from doing tasks for others to eventually working 
with a PLC to collectively developing norms and ground rules.  
Additionally, as specifically described by Ms. Brown, teacher leaders modified the 
ways in which they interacted with others as they developed as leaders. This paralleled Horn, 
Nolen, Ward, and Campbell’s (2008) observation that identity was a driving force behind 
teacher leaders’ behaviors. The fact that these teacher leaders modified their behaviors also 
confirmed Lord and Hall’s (2005) argument that leader identity provides a structure around 
which surface-level knowledge and skills can be organized and integrated. The teacher 
leaders learned skills in asking questions, providing feedback, and supporting other 
teachers, but their identity as a coach shaped the ways in which those surface-level skills 
were used. Their identity as a coach and not as an administrator guided how they provided 
feedback from a perspective of growth and support rather than evaluator. This modification 
also supports the argument of van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De Cremer, and Hogg 
(2005) who defined identity as simply how someone perceives him or herself in a given 
situation. In essence, the teacher leaders in this study validated the first part of the 
conceptual model (figure 1.2) and provided here again as figure 8.2. 
 
Figure 8.1. A conceptual model for teacher leadership and its impact on both other teachers 
and their students. 
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Beyond the first two part of the conceptual model, the teacher leaders also confirmed 
the work they do does have an impact on both other teachers’ behaviors and the student 
learning outcomes of students. Ms. White, in particular, shared how the work she does as a 
teacher leader is having an impact on other teachers’ behaviors regarding how they teach 
and also how and what students are learning in the classroom. Ms. Scarlett and Ms. Brown 
both shared changes they observed in both the teachers they serve and the students whom 
those teachers teach. From improved efficacy to decreased classroom management concerns 
to generally improved teaching, the teacher leaders behaved in ways consistent with my 
initial conceptual model. 
Additional Themes. Finally, teacher leaders provided relevant information for 
those designing and implementing teacher leader programs and teacher leader development 
programs, at both the school/district level and the university or external provider level. 
These themes included the structures which supported them as teacher leaders, the 
motivations they had in serving as teacher leaders, and the supports they found most helpful 
in their growth as teacher leaders, in particular reflecting on their work.  
Dispositions. An area not identified by earlier researchers that I discovered also 
contributed to the teacher leaders’’ actions was evidence of specific dispositions. While their 
actions were driven by their identities, they were also motivated by certain dispositions such 
as thinking flexibly, taking responsible risks, and remaining open to continuous learning. 
This presents a potential future area for researchers to explore, including both the 
identification of specific dispositions of leaders as well as the relationship between 
dispositions and identities. The degree to which these dispositions can be taught is not clear. 
At the least, they may inform the selection process.  
Structural supports. As identified in chapter 2, multiple researchers have 
categorized teacher leadership into different waves. While Fairman & Mackenzie (2015) 
argued the third wave was still emerging, the teacher leadership program in this district 
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seemed to be well into the fourth wave as theorized by Berry, Berry, and Wieder (2013). In 
their fourth wave of teacher leadership, these authors called for systems to create structures 
where teachers have both the time and skills to collaborate and solve problems they 
observed in classrooms.  
For this particular system, prior to beginning this work, the schools where these 
teacher leaders worked engaged in a year-long design process for the position itself and the 
school structure in general which would accommodate them. Sarason (1990) would suggest 
that these structural factors and changes are key to the success of the program and without 
them the program would not be what it is. These teacher leaders would echo this assertion. 
They specifically highlighted the systemic support, including adjusted schedules and school 
structures and the formalized training, they received as a key component to their success.  
Berry, Berry, and Wieder also suggested fourth-wave teacher leadership was less 
focused on specific roles and rather emphasized teachers working together to “be producers 
of solutions rather than just implementers of someone else’s” (p. 2). As evidenced in 
chapters 5-7, teachers in this study held multiple identities rather than just one, and they 
facilitated the work and the learning of teams of teachers in an effort to positively impact 
student learning outcomes. Ms. White, in particular, spoke of how she worked with an entire 
math team and, as a result of her work, that specific content area was the only one to exceed 
expected growth on state accountability assessments. 
Reflection and self-awareness. Carroll and Levy (2010) identified reflection as a 
key component of growing in leadership, which was also confirmed in Ms. Brown’s assertion 
that reflection was the “highest tool that I’ve used.” The importance of reflection, especially as 
highlighted by Ms. Brown, supported the role of reflection in connecting the aspects of the 
model identified in chapter 1 (figure 8.1). Specifically, she spoke of reflection as a critical 
aspect of her own growth and how that reflection helped her better understand her own 
driving motivations. She spoke of how her whole perspective on other teachers had been 
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transformed by serving as a teacher leader. Zheng and Muir (2015) realized surfacing 
assumptions was a key aspect of growing leaders. As she experienced failure, she started to 
reflect on the work she was doing, and she eventually examined the beliefs she had around 
other teachers. Those changes in beliefs impacted the actions she took, which resulted in 
different outcomes, or experiences. As she reflected on these new outcomes her new beliefs 
about others and about herself began to be refined and confirmed, and the cycle continued.  
 
Figure 8.2. How reflection connects to identity, beliefs, and experiences, and contributes to 
further growth in all of them. 
Limitations 
 The primary limitation of this study is the results may not be representative of other 
teacher leaders or school systems. These teachers participated in a specific leadership 
development program and served in system-defined teacher-leader roles and in a district 
that provided organizational supports. The leadership program may not easily transfer to 
other systems and other teacher leaders, especially considering the design process whereby 
the roles were created, and the schools were restructured to support the positions.  
While it is easy to suggest researchers and education professionals take the lessons learned 
here and duplicate this teacher leadership program, replicating this program may not 
produce similar outcomes. Schools and school systems are the type of complex 
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organizational systems Heifetz (1994) identified. One reason teacher leaders most likely 
expressed a similar conceptualization of teacher leadership may be because their schools and 
school system invested the time to both create a common definition and also create 
structures which support the definition.  
An all-too-common practice in education is to take a successful “program” from one 
location, attempt to duplicate it in another, and then expect the same results. The results 
described in this study are representative of this particular program, and so a program with 
different foci, goals, or supports may lead to different results. Rather than simply seeking to 
duplicate an existing program, those looking to develop a teacher leader program are 
advised to explore the motivations, identities, and behaviors of teacher leaders in this study. 
This could help ensure the alignment between program goals, training, support, and teacher 
dispositions, desires, and needs. The purpose of this study was not to make claims about the 
population of all teachers, or even all teacher leaders, but to generalize to theory which can 
inform the both the research and practitioner fields moving forward. Researchers can use 
these theories to conduct future empirical studies to guide their research designs. 
 A second potential limitation is researcher bias. In my professional work I have been 
a primary or co-author on multiple grants designed to support the development of teacher 
leaders in my own school system, as well as having served in a primary role in both the 
creation and implementation of teacher-leader training programs and formal advanced 
teacher-leader roles. While this experience provides me a level of expertise and knowledge of 
teacher leadership from a practitioner standpoint, it could also influence the ways in which I 
have both collected and interpreted the data in this study. Though it is impossible to 
completely remove all bias as a researcher, I have attempted to mitigate bias as much as 
possible by studying a teacher leadership program in a system different from my own and 
conducting member checks on all my interviews. 
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 A third potential limitation is a result of the research methodology used. In an effort 
to limit the scope of the study, I chose to only explore the views of teacher leadership 
through the lens of six teacher leaders. As has been established, however, teacher leaders do 
not act in a vacuum; they serve alongside peers and administrators, serving students, other 
teachers, and the school community at large. A more comprehensive exploration of the topic 
could involve a larger sample as well as the perspectives of other stakeholders, in particular 
the teachers whom the teacher leaders were directly supporting. 
 An additional limitation is the sample of teacher leaders.  Because the entire 
population was female, I was not able to include any males in my sample.  The fact the 
sample included only females is, in itself, significant, and warrant additional exploration in 
future research.  Similarly, while Black teachers were included in the sample, I did not 
specifically investigate for differences of perspectives of the teacher leaders based on race. 
This, too,  offers a potential focus for future research. 
Unanticipated Findings and Recommendations 
Despite these limitations, the results of this study do reflect the perspectives of the 
teacher leaders involved in the study and also contribute to the current research base. As 
other researchers have acknowledged, no one study can contain all the answers around 
teacher leadership, and this study is no different. In addressing my research questions, I 
have identified how a sample of current teacher leaders define teacher leadership, some of 
the ways they view themselves as leaders, and the systemic supports they have identified 
which aid them and their work. Future research could be conducted to investigate further 
these areas. 
One of the unanticipated finding was the emergence of specific mental dispositions 
these teacher leaders had. Thinking flexibility, taking responsible risks, and remaining open 
to continuous learning were not identities of the teacher leaders, and, similarly, they were 
not specific actions teacher leaders took. These dispositions provided purpose and 
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motivation behind how teacher leaders acted. Behaviors, identities, and mental dispositions 
certainly appeared related and intermingled, but my data was insufficient for me to identify 
the precise inter-relationship among the three except to suggest that behaviors are rooted in 
both identities and dispositions. Future research could seek to clarify the relationship 
between leader dispositions and leader identities.  
Additionally, the teacher leaders in this study spoke of their desire to grow 
professionally as a motivating factor for pursuing teacher leader positions and serving in 
them. Rather than wait for someone else to help them grow, they took the initiative to 
improve themselves by leading, which required them to learn and grow. Future researchers 
could explore the relationship between taking initiative and being an effective teacher leader. 
Specifically, researchers might explore whether the desires for facing and meeting challenges 
and the desire to grow professionally were aspects of self-directedness in the teachers, a 
disposition towards risk-taking and initiative, a common identity of effective leaders, or 
perhaps something completely different.  
Finally, while several teachers spoke of the importance of reflection in their growth as 
a leader, Ms. Brown explicitly identified reflection as one of the key factors in her 
transformation and success. Future research could further examine the role reflection plays 
in transformations in identity as well as the organizational structures which support teacher 
leaders to reflect. Ms. Brown spoke of those who coached her and helped her reflect on her 
practice, and other teacher leaders also spoke of the way they helped other teachers reflect. 
In addition to the role of reflection, researchers could also examine the dispositions or 
identities which support the act of self-reflecting for professional growth. 
Conclusion 
Teacher leadership as a concept has leant itself to diverse and broad understanding, 
both conceptually and in practice (Cooper et al., 2016; Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr 
& Duke, 2004). It is also something districts, organizations, and the federal government 
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have explored and used to address many problems in education, from improving student 
learning to addressing teacher retention (Collay, 2006; Cooper et al., 2016; Cosenza, 2015; 
Killion & Harrison, 2017; Killion et al., 2016). Yet, researchers have consistently highlighted 
a lack of consensus on what it is teacher leaders do and how teacher leaders regard 
themselves (Cooper et al., 2016; Cosenza, 2015; Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015; Wenner & 
Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). In this research project I set out to explore how 
teacher leaders themselves conceptualize teacher leadership, including how they 
distinguished the role from both teachers in general and other leaders in the school. I also 
wanted to understand how teacher leaders view themselves as leaders, with the assumption 
that what teacher leaders believed about who they were and who they needed to be was 
influencing how they interacted in their roles.  
What I discovered from the teacher leaders in this study was that they hold common 
views of teacher leadership and some common beliefs about themselves as leaders. A 
distinguishing characteristic of teacher leaders, as identified by the teachers in this study, is 
that they work with students while also supporting adults and adult learning. Teacher 
leaders are teachers, not instructional coaches or administrators, who lead a community of 
adults all working collaboratively and continually to refine their work and improve 
student learning. By remaining in the classroom working with students, rather than coming 
out of the classroom to fill another role, these teachers were able to be more responsive to 
the needs of those whom they served. 
 They lead up by advocating for other teachers and to administrators, they lead 
laterally by providing focused support to their peers around relevant and specific topics, and 
they lead out by connecting with members of the community. They also have specific 
dispositions which incline them to be think flexibly, take responsible risks, and remain open 
to continuous learning. Additionally, these teacher leaders believe their work requires them 
to serve as researchers, coaches, and resources, and these identities inform the actions they 
 101 
take and the ways in which they fulfill their duties. As researchers they deepen both their 
own and others’ understandings and skills about high quality instruction; as coaches they 
support their peers in non-evaluative ways; and as resources they provide expertise and 
guidance for their peers and others in the school. 
These teachers also had multiple motivations to move into leadership roles. In 
addition to obvious motivations for career advancement and extra pay, they were motivated 
by a desire to be challenged professionally, to grow, and to feel the respect of others. Their 
work provided them challenge, their training empowered them to expand their influence, 
and they acknowledge they were respected by their peers, administrators, and even those in 
the community. 
The teacher leaders also needed supports in order to be successful; leading did not 
happen in a vacuum. These teacher leaders spoke of how they worked with administrators, 
peers, and the community. Connected to that work was the fact administrators trusted them, 
peers responded positively to their leadership, and the system itself was re-organized to both 
empower them and help ensure their success.  
These findings are significant on at least two levels. First, I have attempted to 
contribute to the existing literature by offering a refined definition of teacher leadership, 
identifying some specific identities teacher leaders hold, and also highlighting specific 
structural supports teacher leaders have found helpful. Second, and perhaps more closely 
aligned to my own heart as a school leader and educator, schools, districts, and 
organizations desiring to develop either teacher leader training programs or teacher 
leadership programs can find insight and direction in these findings. As these groups better 
understand the motivations, desires, challenges, and needs of teacher leaders, they are better 
able to better create aligned systems to develop and support them, which can positively 
impact teacher practice and student learning on a systemic level.   
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You are receiving this email because you are currently a teacher leader in the district. 
A research study is being conducted to examine how teacher leaders understand teacher 
leadership and how they view themselves as leaders, and I am interested in your 
perspectives and thoughts. This research is supported by UNC-Chapel Hill. In addition, 
Thomas Feller, the principal investigator on this study, is an employee in another school 
system which is a recipient of a grant funding some programs in your district being 
evaluated by this study. However, Thomas Feller and the school system for which he works 
do not oversee the grant funding. He will be doing this research as part of his academic work 
at the University and this research study will only take place in your school system. 
 
As part of the research study, you are invited to participate in a 1:1 interview 
regarding your views on teacher leadership and your experiences with teacher leadership in 
the district. If you agree to the semi-structured interview, I will ask you five prepared 
questions and, depending on your responses, I may probe you for further information or 
clarification. I will be recording the interview to help support me in accurately remembering 
what you say. After the interview, I will type up a summary of the interview and send it to 
you to ensure I am accurately representing and communicating your thoughts.  
 
Your participation in this study will take about 30-45 minutes, including both the 
interview itself and reviewing the written summary. We expect that approximately 6 people 
will take part in this research study. After all the interviews are completed, you may be asked 
to participate in a second interview to provide more details. 
 
Would you be willing to share your thoughts on teacher leadership for this study? If 
so, please respond to this email and I will schedule a time, convenient for you, to meet and 
conduct the interview.  
 
Sincerely,  
Thomas R. Feller, Jr. 
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APPENDIX B: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
The purpose of this research study is to examine how teacher leaders understand teacher 
leadership and how they view themselves as leaders. You are being asked to take part in a 
research study because you currently serve as a teacher leader or completed a teacher 
leadership program in the district. This research is supported by UNC-Chapel Hill. In 
addition, Thomas Feller, the principal investigator on this study, is an employee in another 
school system which is a recipient of a grant funding some programs in your district being 
evaluated by this study. However, Thomas Feller and the school system for which he works 
do not oversee the grant funding. He will be doing this research as part of his academic work 
at the University and this research study will only take place in your school system. 
 
Being in a research study is completely voluntary. You can choose to not be in this research 
study. You can also say yes now and change your mind later.  
 
If you agree to take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured 
interview. This means I will ask you four prepared questions and, depending on your 
responses, I may probe you for further information or clarification. I will be recording the 
interview so that I help support me in accurately remembering what you say. After the 
interview, I will type up a summary of the interview and send it to you to ensure I am 
accurately representing and communicating your thoughts. Your participation in this study 
will take about 45 minutes, including both the interview itself and reviewing the written 
summary. We expect that approximately 6 people will take part in this research study. After 
all the interviews are completed, you may be asked to participate in a second interview to 
provide more details. 
 
The possible risks to you in taking part in this research are: 
§ You might feel uncomfortable answering questions regarding your perspectives 
about the topic 
 
The possible benefits to you for taking part in this research are: 
§ Your input and perspective will be considered in the final research report. 
 
To protect your identity as a research subject, your responses will remain confidential and in 
any publication about this research, your name or other private information will not be used. 
 
If you have any questions about this research, even after our interview, please contact me at 
252-378-8221 or emailing fellert@live.unc.edu. If you have questions or concerns about your 
rights as a research subject, you may contact the UNC Institutional Review Board at 919-
966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
 
A copy of this document has been provided to you. If you agree to participate in the study, 
please state your name and the words “I agree” for the recording. 
 
Q1: When you think of a teacher leader, what comes to mind? (probe for specific qualities, 
roles, and ways they interact with others, in particular whom teacher leaders influence and 
how they do so) 
Q2: What distinguishes a teacher leader from other teachers? (Probe for specifics) 
Q3: Do you consider yourself a teacher leader? Why or why not? 
Q4: Ask the most appropriate question, based on the response to #3 
If No: Under what circumstances could you imagine yourself as a teacher leader? 
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If Yes: When did you begin thinking of yourself as a teacher leader? Please tell me 
about how that happened. 
If Yes #2: Do you feel empowered as a teacher leader? Why or why not (or even “in 
what even ways?”) 





APPENDIX C: SECOND ROUND INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: MS. GRAY 
Q1: If someone had effective leadership skills, but they didn't have positive leadership or 
positive impact on student learning, would that person still be acceptable as a leader? 
  
Q2: Are leadership skills something that people can develop and grow into or is teacher 
leadership something someone either is or is not? (probe for details) 
  
Q3: Thinking back three years ago, and before you were in this position, how have you 
changed as a result of the training you've had and the work you've been doing? (probe for 
details) 
  
Q4: In your previous interview you talked quite a bit about growing teachers. In what ways 
were you supporting their growth? How did they grow? What were topics you focused on? 
How did you monitor that growth and measure it? (probe for details) 
  
Q5: What are some things that separate you as a teacher leader from an administrator? 
(probe for details) 
  
Q6: In your previous interview, you talked about “gracious space.” What exactly does 
“gracious space” mean? (probe for details) 
  
Q7: In your previous interview, you talked about how teachers you worked with have grown, 
and, in particular, that they “developed into their own people.” What do you mean by that 
phrase? (probe for specifics, including what she did to help and support them) 
 
Q8: Review the artifacts: PLC Agenda, PLC Minutes, and Coaching Script. Big picture: How 
do these artifacts demonstrate your leadership and how you lead? 
• What are color codes on the PLC agenda? 
• Where does the formatting/model come from? 
• Who developed group norms? 
• Who developed outcomes? 
• What was your specific role in the meetings? 
• Where did the quote come from (and what was its purpose)? 
• How does this PLC compare to PLCs before you started working with them? 
• Is this a template for coaching? Where did it come from? What was the purpose of 
this session? How often do you coach? 
• How does “gracious space” and confidentiality apply to coaching conversations as 
compared to PLC meetings? 
• How many teachers do you coach regularly? How often? What do you coach on? 
 
Q9: What does the average day or a week in your life as a teacher leader look like? 
  
Q10: Any other thing that you think might be important for me to know that you thought of 
even since our last conversation? 
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APPENDIX D: SECOND ROUND INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: MS. BROWN 
Q1: if someone had effective leadership skills, but they didn't have that positive record, 
would they still be eligible to be a teacher leader? 
  
Q2: Thinking back to before you started as teacher leader, how have you changed as a result 
of the work you're doing and the training you've been through? (probe fore details) 
 
Q3: In your first interview you talked about “leading yourself.” What did you mean by that? 
(probe fore details) 
  
Q4: Regarding the teachers and teams you worked with, you mentioned you focused 
specifically on topics of efficacy and classroom management. What were some things that 
you did with them on those topics? And what type of results did you observe? (probe for 
details) 
  
Q5: Thinking specifically of your work with PLCs, how is your work now different than it was 
prior to becoming a teacher leader and participating in the training? (prove for details) 
  
Q6: Review the artifacts: PLC Agenda, PLC Minutes, Training Agenda, and Coaching Script. 
Big picture: How does this compare to the past either before you worked with them OR how 
you used to lead?  
• What is your role with the PLC? 
• How does the PLC now compare to the PLC three years ago before you started 
working with them? 
• How does the way you work with the PLC compare to how you would have worked 
with a group three years ago? 
• Who created vision, norms, etc.? 
• What was the purpose of the training? How did you go about designing it? How long 
was it? Who participated? 
• How would the training have been different three years ago? 
• When you coach teachers, do you follow a script/template? What type of training 
prepared you coach? How often do you coach? How many teachers? 
 
Q7: (ask depending on how she responds to comparisons): What were some things which 
contributed to the changes you have identified? 
  
Q8: What motivated you to come here and become a teacher leader? 
 
Q9: In your last interview you talked about your personal coach and how they helped you 
reflect on your work. How important has reflection been to your growth? What did that 
reflection look like? What are some things you learned about yourself through that 
reflection? 
  
Q10: Anything else that you can think of that might be important for me to know? 
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APPENDIX E: CODE BOOK 
Code Name Frequency 
1.0 Non-Examples 11 
 
2.0 RQ1: Conceptualizations of TL 
2.1 Purpose of Teacher Leadership 
    2.1.2 Qualifying Criteria 7 
    2.1.2 Expanding Influence by Working with Other Teachers 30 
    2.1.3 Working with & Influencing Students AND Adults 9 
 2.2 Actions of TL 13 
    2.2.1 Lead Up 39 
    2.2.2 Lead Laterally 56 
      2.2.2.1 Provide Focused & Intentional Support 19 
         2.2.2.1.1 Instructional Planning & Delivery 25 
         2.2.2.1.2 Assessing Students & Analyzing Data 29 
         2.2.2.1.3 Observing & Providing Feedback to Teachers 14 
         2.2.2.1.4 Social-Emotional Environment & Classroom 
Management 
7 
      2.2.2.2 Collaborate, Work Together With, and Team 42 
    2.2.3 Lead Out 16 
   2.2.4 Create Trust & Psychological Safety 21 
2.3 Dispositions of TL 
    2.3.1 Thinking Flexibly 18 
    2.3.2 Taking Responsible Risks 9 
    2.3.3 Remaining Open to Continuous Learning 29 
 
3.0 RQ2: Identities of TLs 16 
   3.1 Researcher 54 
   3.2 Coach  22 
   3.3 Resource 11 
 
4.0 Structural Considerations 
4.1 Motivations of TL 
      4.1.1 Career Advancement & Pay 9 
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      4.1.2 New Challenge 7 
      4.1.3 Personal Fulfillment & Rejuvenation 11 
      4.1.4 Respected by Other Teachers & Administrators 8 
  4.2 Being Supported 3 
      4.2.1 Supported by the System 3 
      4.2.2 Supported by Peers 2 
      4.2.3 Supported by Admin or Higher Teacher Leader 11 
  4.3 Benefits for TLs 8 




Definition: Sometimes non-examples were provided by teachers 
 
Inclusion Criteria: Specific non-examples provided by the teacher leaders 
 
Examples: 
• "[An earlier leader] was a dictator. She wanted to tell everybody what to do. And I 
think that's a big difference in a teacher leader and a dictator..." (Faith) 
• "They're not doing like the evaluations, like checking boxes." (Hope) 
 
2.0 RQ1: Conceptualizations of TL 
 
RQ1: How do teachers who have experienced a leadership program conceptualize “teacher 
leadership”?  
 
2.1 Purpose of Teacher Leadership 
 
2.1.1 Qualifying Criteria 
 
2.1.2 Expanding Influence by Working with Other Teachers 
Definition: Teacher leaders expand their reach by working with other 
teachers to positively impact student learning. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References or descriptions to where teachers have an 
expanded impact, or to how they are helping other teachers replicate their 
own success with their students by working with them. 
 
Exclusion Criteria: References to support, training, or coaching that do not 
explicitly mention student learning/success are included elsewhere 
Examples: 
• "It's...about your skills to be able to lead others to learn and want to 
learn and then that be able to have positive impact on students in the 
classroom." (Joy) 
• "Offer support and, like, increase like a larger impact over time, 
because like I've always thought of it as, like, I have like 100. But if I 
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help somebody who also has 100 and if I help 10 who have 100 then 
like the impact is larger." (Starr) 
• "We have to work together to meet the needs of the students." (Faith) 
 
2.1.3 Working with & Influencing Students AND Adults 
Definition: Teachers have a dual focus of working with students and with 
teachers. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References or descriptions to where teachers explicitly 
state they work with both students and adults. 
 
Exclusion Criteria: References to supporting only students or only working 
with adults are coded elsewhere. 
 
Examples: 
• "leading other teachers as well as just like, as well as like your 
classroom" (Starr) 
• "you have students, and then yes you are also like a part of the 
community of the adults that work in your building" (Starr) 
• "reach all those students through and by my teachers" (Love) 
 
2.2 Actions of TL 
Definition: Teacher leaders have additional responsibilities beyond what regular 
classroom teachers have and these extra duties involve specific actions. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to "extra" work; specific types of actions are coded 
under elsewhere as appropriate 
 
Exclusion Criteria: Any references to specific actions teacher leaders take are coded 
in sub-codes (Lead Up, Lead Laterally, or Lead Out) 
 
Examples: 
• "So like to me that...requires an additional level of responsibility and 
commitment." (Grace) 
• "[The principal] reminds me - she's like, you know, taking on this extra 
work." (Faith) 
 
2.2.1 Lead Up 
Definition: TLs work with administrators to accomplish tasks, serve as a liaison 
between teachers and the administration, and advocates for teachers to the 
administration. This includes taking a role in helping with school-wide 
functions and activities, and they provide feedback and input on how the 
organization runs - not individual classrooms 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to the administration or communication between 
teachers and administration; references to speaking up and voicing opinions; 
references to leading and working with/across the school; schoolwide impact.  
 
Exclusion Criteria: References to administration supporting them as a teacher 




• "A part of it is like two-way communication" (Starr) 
• "Someone who's helping make decisions somewhere in the school" 
(Starr) 
• "Going more in that direction to like truly be involved in a lot of 
different like facets of like what school is." (Grace) 
• "helping with other like school activities be that the school 
improvement team or like in a less organized role, maybe just like, 
helping with activities when as needed." (Starr) 
 
2.2.2 Lead Laterally 
Definition: TLs work with, support, and lead their peers in an effort to help 
them grow professionally.  
 
Inclusion Criteria: Reference to specific roles/ways TLs lead their peers, ways 
in which they interact (including communication), general 
references/descriptions of how they are working with other teachers to help 
them improve their practice. 
 
Exclusion Criteria: Reference to multiple roles or having to switch between 
roles are coded under Adaptivity & Responsiveness. References to specific 
tasks teacher leaders complete or specific foci they have when 
supporting/training teachers are included in the Focused & Intentional or, 
if appropriate, one of its sub-codes. References to specific programs or 
strategies they are focused on/using are included in other areas (e.g., 




• "Someone who was like a direct supervisor of their team." (Starr) 
• "Like this year I'm School Improvement Team chair....I'm also like a 
mentor to other beginning teachers." (Grace) 
• "I'm that extra person who can give [teachers] the support they need. 
I pull resources...." (Love) 
• "[Teacher leaders] are given the opportunity to support other 
teachers to help build the capacity of other teachers as well." (Joy) 
• "This year I've primarily been the facilitator of the [school data day]" 
(Hope) 
• "The other teachers at our school are great teachers, my job is to help 
them become better. And that's the difference. We take our great 
teachers and grow them into better teachers just by giving them a 
little tidbits of information that can sharpen their skill" (Love) 
• "I value human capacity...That's always our approach that we take 
here. We build humans so that we can better do our work. We don't 
buy programs. We build the capacity of those humans so those 
programs aren't needed." (Joy) 
 
2.2.2.1 Provide Focused & Intentional Support 
Definition: Teacher leaders are focused and intentional regarding the 
support they give and the work they do. Given how large and 
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comprehensive this code is, multiple sub-codes have been identified to 
identify specific tasks/foci of the TL. These sub-codes are: 
• 2.2.2.1.1 Instructional Planning & Delivery 
• 2.2.2.1.2 Assessing Students & Analyzing Data 
• 2.2.2.1.3 Observing & Providing Feedback to Teachers 
• 2.2.2.1.4 Social-Emotional Environment & Classroom 
Management 
 
Inclusion Criteria: Reference being focused or intentional; references 
to specific tasks are all included in the sub-codes identified above. 
 
Exclusion Criteria: More general references to things like supporting 
teachers, providing PD, or being a resource to (or finding resources 
for) teachers are under Leading Laterally 
 
Examples: 
• In "this role...you're able to like really hone in with a small 
group of people with the same expectations." (Joy) 
• Content Standards and Social Emotional 
Environment & Classroom Management (cross-coded): 
"[Teacher leaders] would mostly be working with curriculum 
standards, alignment, and the social and emotional 
development of children and then classroom management 
and culture." (Hope) 
• Assessing Students & Analyzing Data: "I'm thinking of 
someone taking on an entirely new role, essentially. So their 
role is...like half of their day is devoted to like data analysis." 
(Starr) 
 
2.2.2.2 Collaborate, Work Together With, and Team 
Definition: Teacher leaders work with teams to accomplish work. This 
can take the role of formal PLCs, content/grade teams, or even 
committees in the school. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to working with other teachers in a 
team/committee environment 
 
Exclusion Criteria: References to working with others in a 1:1 
environment are coded elsewhere 
 
Examples: 
• "They're someone that...can bring another group of teachers 
to the table, and lead that group of teachers through 
discussions..." (Joy);  
• "We have to work together to meet the needs of the students." 
(Faith) 
• "When you're a classroom teacher you seem to be just 
isolated in your own little world. This [role] has given me the 
ability when I work with more teachers, there's a lot more 
collaboration going on." 
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2.2.3 Lead Out 
Definition: Teacher leaders develop and nurture relationship with members of 
the community at large. 
 




• "I think it's also like leading within your community and leading your 
parents and stuff, like bringing them to the table, helping them better 
understand, you know, the process of learning what kids are learning, 
why they're doing it, and be able to help those parents see and 
understand it as well." (Joy) 
• “I think also a teacher leader in our school fosters community and their 
connection between families, staff, students, across grade levels across 
classrooms, [and] bridging.” (Hope) 
• “I'm also like, willing to help like plan extra activities like coordinate 
efforts with like parent communication, things like that.” (Grace) 
• “Our parents look at us, they'll come to us, even when they have 
difficult with teachers and things, they'll come to us [thinking] ‘We’ll let 
we find Ms. Gray - she can help me.’” (Love) 
 
2.2.4 Create Trust & Psychological Safety 
Definition: Teacher leaders establish (and focus on establishing) environments 
where others feel safe to be vulnerable and take risks.  
 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References/descriptions of safe places, of trust being build, 
of fostering environments for others 
 
Examples: 
• "[I] try to provide a gracious space during our PLCs and our data 
days." (Love) 
• "I would see a teacher leader...like in all creating a positive climate for 
staff and students." (Hope) 
 
2.3 Dispositions of TL 
 
2.3.1 Thinking Flexibly 
Definition: Teacher leaders often have to adjust to changing circumstances, 
adapt to new situations, and juggle many roles simultaneously. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to having to fulfill multiple tasks/roles 
 
Examples: "In order to get into this position, I think you have to wear many 
hats." (Love) 
 
2.3.2 Taking Responsible Risks 
Definition: Leadership is risking and is partly defined by increased levels of 
accountability - both up and down the organizational chart. TLs take initiative 
because they feel responsible to their supervisor for people whom they 
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support, and they also may feel accountable to those whom they support 
because they are trusted to guide them.  
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to being willing to complete tasks, to jumping 
in or taking initiative to make sure tasks are done, and a general sense of 
stepping up. References to having a person under them or having to report to 




• "Then with having somebody to be held accountable for." (Faith) 
• "As a teacher leader, I think it's important to have that 
accountability, are you able to then help teachers that you're serving, 
also, perform at a high level?" (Hope) 
• "I would see a teacher leader in a school...doing things that may be 
uncomfortable or cause discomfort in the school, but like in all 
creating a positive climate for staff and students." (Hope) 
• "Somebody has to be willing to start something new and to try new 
things, and so that's really what our leaders here are pushed to do is 
to be willing to try new things so that the other teachers can follow 
behind, grasp new ideas." (Faith) 
 
2.3.3 Remaining Open to Continuous Learning 
Definition: TLs are open minded regarding new and different ways to meet 
objectives 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to a teacher’s willingness to engage in new 
work, to grow, to take initiative. 
 
Examples:  
• “I would see a teacher leader in a school that was…doing things that 
may be uncomfortable or cause discomfort in the school.” (Hope) 
• “A teacher leader [is] someone who's willing, willing to help, willing 
to learn, just willing in general. Whatever is needed, we have to be 
willing to do and to step up, step out of our comfort zones, I've really 
had to learn that a lot.” (Faith) 
• “Someone who's like stepping up and has made it clear that they're 
willing to take more ownership than their peers.” (Grace) 
 
3.0 RQ2: Identities of TLs 
 
RQ2: How do those same teachers understand what it means to be a teacher leader? 
 
3.1 Researcher 
Definition: TLs are researchers - they desire to learn and explore to grow. Their 
research focuses on both content and process of being a leader to also deepening 
their knowledge of topics their teachers are needing supporting in (content 
standards, instructional strategies, etc.) because they may need to teach other 
teachers that content. This also means that while some learning they engage in is 
developed and delivered by others in a pre-determined program, they must be 
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responsible to research some content on their own to facilitate their own learning. 
Includes one sub-code identifying specific topics learned. 
 
Inclusion Criteria:  
• References to specific things the teacher leader has learned (or needed to 
learn) since becoming a teacher leader; references to the importance of 
being a learner and/or the draw of professional learning in being successful 
in the position or even applying for the position. 
• Descriptions of topics learned or specific trainings attended. References to 
the importance/draw of professional development or learning 
 
Examples:  
• "I feel like I'm a learner and a leader" (Joy); "It also allowed me to get 
continued professional development throughout the year, which is 
something that would not be offered to me as a classroom teacher." (Hope) 
• Specific Things I Learned: "The new leaders program...taught us how to 
conduct the PLCs, how to have difficult conversations, how to address 
teachers when they were problems. And so that gave me a lot of help with 
establishing our role." (Love) 
3.2 Coach  
Definition: Teacher leaders are coaches.  
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to coaching teachers 
 
Examples:  
• "You have to be a person...who coaches." (Love) 
• "I'm with my three to four people and reflecting who are making decisions 
and we're coaching around that." (Joy) 
 
3.3 Resource 
Definition: Teacher leaders serve as resources to other teachers because they are 
experts in the content areas they teach and also in how to teacher that so students 
can learn it. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to expanded knowledge around content standards or 
instructional strategies, references to working with curriculum 
 
Exclusion Criteria: References to facilitating/helping teachers in content and 
instruction are coded under "Focused & Intentional" 
 
Examples: 
• "You have to know your content area." (Love) 
• "[Teacher leaders] have a knowledge set that maybe others don't have." 
(Joy) 








4.0 Structural Considerations 
 
4.1 Motivations of TL 
 
4.1.1 Career Advancement & Pay 
Definition: One motivation for being (or becoming) a TL is to advance in their 
career. Additionally, TLs in this district make extra money as part of their 
responsibilities. Note that some teachers indicated that higher pay is not 
necessarily a requirement while some did.  
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to the importance of advancing into a 
leadership role; References to increased compensation 
 
Examples:  
• "I was like, I was ready for something new, something that gets me in 
the classroom but also out of the classroom." (Faith) 
• "So a, I think, like, the ability to, like have some career advancement, 
I think is really helpful. Like I have a friend who was like thinking 
about teaching, but then she was like, are quitting teaching, but then 
she was like, actually, I think I want to be an MCL because I think I’d 
enjoy coaching and I'm not totally ready to leave the classroom" 
(Starr) 
• "I did not want to become a principal, but I did want a pay increase 
and I did want extended training." (Hope) 
• "I think that incentive for higher pay is also really important." (Starr) 
• "I think that, for me, like, I'm not being a leader for the money." 
(Faith) 
 
4.1.2 New Challenge 
Definition: One identified motivation for applying for TL positions was that it 
offered a new challenge/new opportunity for teachers to grow 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to TL being a challenge, and that challenge 
having an impact on their decision to apply for the position 
 
Examples: 
• "It just sounded like that was going to be a challenge for me." (Faith) 
• "I was ready for something new." (Faith) 
 
4.1.3 Personal Fulfillment & Rejuvenation 
Definition: Many TLs reported that serving as a TL was about filling a desire 
or passion they had to serve others - it was something they wanted to do, and 
they found fulfillment in the role of being a TL. It was also something that 
reignited their passion and desire to teach in general 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to enjoying a role or desiring to be a role for 
personal reasons.  
 
Examples: 
• "And then this role was like I can do those things that I will love as 
curriculum and coaching." (Joy) 
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• "It was like refreshing. It allowed me to grow and rejuvenate my 
practices and it helped with burn out a lot." (Hope) 
 
4.1.4 Respected by Other Teachers & Administrators 
Definition: Teacher leadership is something which is validated by others. TLs 
need to feel respected by others and that their contributions are important, 
relevant, and received. 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to how others responded to their leadership 
and affirmed it. Those others could be fellow teachers or supervisors. 
 
Exclusion Criteria: References to support they receive are coded under Being 
Supported (or one of its subcodes) 
 
Examples: 
• "I don't like talking about myself in a positive way, but, I mean, I do 
feel like teachers do value my input. They come to me and ask me 
about something when I bring something to them. They do receive it, 
they do try to implement, they do engage in those conversations..." 
(Joy) 
• "[Teacher leaders} have a skill with people to be able to collaborate 
with people so that others want to hear and learn from them." (Joy) 
• "My administrator suggested I could be like good for [leading the 
school improvement team." (Grace) 
 
4.2 Being Supported 
Definition: In order to lead effectively teacher leaders need the support of others at 
the school. These supports may be relational, structural, or even simply the belief 
that others have in them. This code includes three sub-codes: 
• Supported by the System 
• Supported by Peers 
• Supported by Admin 
 
Inclusion Criteria: References to how teachers leaders feel supported in their role as 
a teacher leader.  
Examples: 
• Supported by Peers: "I have my, my phenomenal [content] team. They 
support me with the [content] piece of things." (Faith) 
• Supported by the System: "We've changed the structure of the school day a 
lot." (Starr) 
• Supported by Administration: "[My principal]'s often giving me things that 
were my passion is because he knows that's where my passion is, and he 
wants that passion to, you know, constantly be flared."  
 
4.3 Benefits for TLs 
Definition: TLs experience professional benefits as a result of serving in their 
positions. These include developing a broader, school-wide perspective and seeing 
things in a new way, just by stepping outside the classroom. 
 




• "When you're a classroom teacher, you seem to be just isolated in your own 
little world" (Love) 
• "See within the school that it's just an eye opener really, it really is. You just 
see things through a different lens." (Love) 
 
4.4 Impacts of TLs 
Definition: TLs do work that leads to specific outcomes and results. Sometimes those 
outcomes are measurable (like student test scores) and other times they are more 
ambiguous. Either way, their work results in change around them. 
 




• "For my kids, I mean, so I guess the best answer is like what we're teaching 
kids has changed, as well as how we're teaching kids has changed. Last 
year...we actually dropped half in proficiency." (Joy) 
• "I think there's a lot of really palpable benefits." (Starr) 
• "I'm seeing almost fruits of what I'm doing. You know what I mean? Like I'm 
seeing work come out of me, leading [another teacher] at the time." (Faith) 
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APPENDIX F: CODE DISTRIBUTION BY TEACHER LEADER 

















1.0 Non-Examples   55% 38%     7% 
              
2.0 RQ1: 
Conceptualizations of TL 
            
2.1 Purpose of Teacher 
Leadership 
            
2.1.1 Qualifying Criteria 7% 35% - - 5% 53% 
2.1.2 Expanding 
Influence by Working 
with Other Teachers 
23% 15% 13% 20% - 28% 
2.1.3 Working with & 
Influencing Students 
AND Adults 
3% 48% 23% 16% - 10% 
2.2 Actions of TL     4% 81% 15%   
2.2.1 Lead Up 43% 1%   10% 19% 27% 




39% 9% 14% 8% 4% 27% 
2.2.2.1.1 Instructional 
Planning & Delivery 
35% 38% - - 5% 22% 
2.2.2.1.2 Assessing 
Students & Analyzing 
Data 
31% 13% - - 4% 52% 
2.2.2.1.3 Observing & 
Providing Feedback 
to Teachers 






- 100% - - - - 
2.2.2.2 Collaborate, 
Work Together With, 
and Team 
41% 19% 4% - 3% 34% 
2.2.3 Lead Out 24% 17% - - 4% 56% 
2.2.4 Create Trust & 
Psychological Safety 






















2.3 Dispositions of TL - - - - - - 
   2.3.1 Thinking flexibly - 58% 1% - 2% 38% 
2.3.2 Taking responsible 
risks 
5% 25% 47% 9% - 14% 
2.3.3 Remaining Open 
to Continuous Learning 
5% 10% 71% - 11% 3% 
              
3.0 RQ2: Identities of TLs 4% 37% 33% - 25% - 
3.1 Researcher 21% 50% 24% - - 5% 
3.2 Coach  1% 55% - - 2% 43% 
3.3 Resource 35% 16% 3% - - 46% 
              
4.0 Structural 
Considerations 
- - - - - - 
4.1 Motivations of TL - - - - - - 
4.1.1 Career 
Advancement & Pay 
- 10% 12% 16% 62% - 




17% 33% 32% 18% - - 
4.1.4 Respected by 
Other Teachers & 
Administrators 
61% - - 6% - 33% 
4.2 Being Supported - - 100% - - - 
4.2.1 Supported by the 
System 
27% - 48% - 26% - 
4.2.2 Supported by 
Peers 
    54%   46%   
4.2.3 Supported by 
Admin  
13%   32% 6% 49%   
4.3 Benefits for TLs   89%       11% 
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